THE BIG 


THE BIG 


THEORY 


What It Is, Where It Came From, 
and Why It Works 


KAREN C. FOX 


JOHN WILEY & SONS, ING. 


Copyright © 2002 by Karen C. Fox. All rights reserved 
Published by John Wiley & Sons, Inc., New York 


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a 
retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or 
otherwise, except as permitted under Section 107 or 108 of the 
1976 United States Copyright Act, without either the prior written 
permission of the Publisher, or authorization through payment of 
the appropriate per-copy fee to the Copyright Clearance Center, 
222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, (978) 750-8400, fax 
(978) 750-4744. Requests to the Publisher for permission should 
be addressed to the Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons, 
Inc., 605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158-0012, (212) 850-6011, 
fax (212) 850-6008, email: PERMREQ@WILEY.COM. 


This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative 
information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with 
the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering 
professional services. If professional advice or other expert 
assistance is required, the services of a competent professional 
person should be sought. 


This title is also available in print as ISBN 0-471-39452-1. Some 
content that appears in the print version of this book may not be 
available in this electronic edition. 


For more information about Wiley products, visit our web site at 
www. Wiley.com. 


FOR DAD AND AMBER, MOM, AND BILL. 


THANK YOU. 


Acknowledgments 
Introduction 


PART I 


How We Came to Believe the Big Bang Theory 


1 The First Cosmologies 
2 The Birth of the Big Bang 
3 The Search for Proof 


Interlude: Popular Reactions 


PART II 


How Good a Theory Is It? 


4 Scientific Reactions 

5 Glitches 

6 Current and Future Research 
7 The Edge of the Unknown 


A Big Bang Timeline 
Notes 

Glossary 

Bibliography 


Index 


vii 


119 
137 
159 


175 
181 
185 
193 
197 


THE BIG 


THEORY 


What It Is, Where It Came From, 
and Why It Works 


KAREN C. FOX 


JOHN WILEY & SONS, ING. 
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Various cosmologists gave of their time to discuss modern 
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at Princeton and Jim Bardeen at the University of Washing- 
ton. Information from discussions with Tom Siegfried, 
Charles Seife, and Phil Schewe—all great science writers—is 
also scattered throughout the book. Much of chapter 3 relies 
heavily on the ideas and research of Helge Kragh, professor 
of history of science at Aarhus University in Denmark. The 
standard story of how the big bang theory came to be ac- 
cepted has been told so many times that it has turned into a 
modern myth. Professor Kragh, and historians like him, pro- 
vide constant reminders that science doesn’t move in the 
perfect progression we’ve all been taught. He graciously of- 
fered advice and information, and his book Cosmology and 
Controversy was invaluable. Other fantastic books that were 
particularly helpful: The Big Bang by Joseph Silk, Blind Watch- 
ers of the Sky by Rocky Kolb, Afterglow of Creation by Marcus 
Chown, The Dancing Universe by Marcelo Gleiser, and The 
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Any opinions on the robustness of the big bang theory it- 
self are, of course, mine—not those of the people men- 
tioned here. 
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Introduction 


In early 1998, two groups of astrophysicists made a star- 
tling announcement. The universe, which had always been 
thought to be expanding, and gradually slowing down, might 
actually be speeding up. The scientists had been watching 
supernovas—the explosive death throes of a dying star—at 
distances greater than had ever been seen before. The 
speeds and distances of these brilliant fireballs suggested that 
all of space was swelling up ever faster, accelerating over time. 

This information took everything scientists thought they 
knew about the way the universe was supposed to work and 
dumped it on its head. Suddenly gravity, the force that was 
supposed to be holding everything in the universe together 
and keeping it at a manageable size, wasn’t in control. In- 
stead some mysterious energy was actually resisting gravity 
and counteracting it. The findings, if true, insist that physi- 
cists reexamine how they interpret everything from Ein- 
stein’s relativity theory to how the universe has evolved since 
the big bang. 
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And yet, the scientific community took the new results in 
stride. New data had been found that contradicted old ideas, 
and so the time had come to adjust those ideas. As they ex- 
amined the surprising news of this runaway universe, Cos- 
mologists realized that by changing some of their assump- 
tions, this new information might actually make the big bang 
theory better. By incorporating this mysterious antigravity, 
they were able to solve another problem—that there wasn’t 
enough matter in the universe—that had long dogged them. 

This is a fine example of how a cosmological theory gets 
molded. Scientists are fairly confident in the outlines of their 
theories, but they also must remember that these theories 
aren’t etched in stone. A theory is worthwhile only if it 
matches what is actually seen. If contradictory data show up, 
then one has to adjust the theory. And yet it’s hard to resist 
getting overly committed to a specific idea, to keep an open 
mind, and to not get caught up in the dogma. This book is 
about that all-important open-mindedness. It is about the at- 
tempt to fashion a solid theory, the very best theory ever de- 
vised for how the universe began, and yet to be flexible 
enough to modify the theory when necessary. 

For most of history, cosmology has been intricately en- 
twined with religion and philosophy. How was the universe 
created? Why was it created? How does it work? How unique 
is earth, our solar system, mankind? With questions this big, 
one almost has to rely on answers from all three disciplines— 
religion, philosophy, and science—each of which uses a fan- 
tastically different method to find an explanation. While this 
book touches on religion and philosophy, it is primarily con- 
cerned with the scientific description, and it’s important to 
understand the distinction. 
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Religious explanations, for example, do not attempt to 
be objective, independent from the untestable beliefs of the 
people. A religion’s interpretations invariably use the visible 
culture and landscape of its society to explain the invisible 
forces in the world. (Babylonian myths had the universe cre- 
ated out of silt, much the way their homeland was made out 
of silt from the ocean; Native Americans told stories of the 
world being created by the coyotes and foxes like those living 
in the woods around them.) Religious stories about the ori- 
gins of the universe are valuable in the ways they offer com- 
fort and order in what can be a chaotic world. As literal 
truths, however, they lose their potency, since they fail to 
paint a picture that corresponds to what we observe. 

Philosophy, on the other hand, arising in Greece in 
about 500 B.C.E., does offer explanations believed to be 
“true.” It doesn’t depend on any divine or magical hand to 
describe the world and instead offers rational explanations. 
But philosophy doesn’t involve experiments or rigorous test- 
ing of any theories. In fact, the modern interpretation of phi- 
losophy is that it is reserved for those things that can never 
be tested. In the past, however, philosophers did attempt to 
explain the physical world around them, though, of course, 
no experiments were done. In fact, some philosophers, such 
as Plato, rejected out of hand any observations that contra- 
dicted the beautiful theories generated in the mind. Obser- 
vations could deceive; math was perfect. 

Science changed all that. As new theories were created 
about the universe, scholars began to observe and experi- 
ment and test to see how well the theories corresponded to 
reality. Scientific theories do not coddle our initial interpre- 
tations of the world around us. Indeed, many scientific facts 
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are quite startling: the earth is not the center of the universe 
but a run-of-the-mill planet around a run-of-the-mill star on 
the outskirts of a run-of-the-mill galaxy; this book is made up 
of tiny particles called atoms and is 99.9 percent empty 
space; and millions of subatomic particles such as neutrinos 
are passing harmlessly through your body this second. 

But while some facts seem counterintuitive, their power 
lies in that they consistently coincide with what modern tools 
actually observe. The facts are predictive. If we postulate a 
solar system where all the planets move around the sun, then 
when we chart Venus’s movement across the sky, it must al- 
ways follow the path we expect. Science today claims that 
Venus travels in an ellipse around the sun, and we can map 
how that would appear to a person standing on earth. So far 
Venus has always gone the right way around. If it ever disap- 
points, we’re going to have to adjust our theories. 

Aristotle, a Greek philosopher of such importance that 
in the Middle Ages he was referred to as simply the Philoso- 
pher, devised a theory of the solar system with the earth in 
the middle. The sun, the moon, and all the planets moved 
around the earth. To make this model correspond with what 
was actually observed in the sky, the planets were assigned 
complicated orbits of circles upon circles, which corre- 
sponded quite well to the observed paths. The system was 
complicated—King Alfonso X of Spain remarked in the thir- 
teenth century that had the Lord asked him for advice, he 
would have come up with something simpler—but it worked. 
If NASA’s scientists wanted to map the path for a rocket to 
land on Mars using ancient geocentric charts, they’d come 
pretty close. They might not get a mark as precisely as they 
currently do, but they'd probably succeed. The modern vi- 
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sion of the universe with the sun in the center, a combined 
effort of Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo, was accepted be- 
cause additional information—information that made it 
clear the Aristotelian version couldn’t be true—came to view 
when new tools such as the telescope evolved. 

A scientific theory always risks being overturned. While 
religious stories are believed out of faith, and philosophy out 
of the most pleasing logic, scientific theories aren’t meant to 
be ever accepted completely. They are never proven beyond 
a shadow of a doubt. Just as believing dogmatically in one 
version of any myth or religion leads only to narrow under- 
standings of the world, so dogmatically believing in any sci- 
entific theory is problematic. 

And yet, science does attempt to seek literal truths, so sci- 
entists must walk a fine line, knowing their theories have 
value only if they’re accurate, and yet knowing they are not 
necessarily dead on. It’s much like doing a crossword puzzle. 
There ave right answers, and you must trust occasional 
guesses if you are to get far enough to solve the whole thing. 
And yet you must always be willing to see one of your words 
as wrong, and to scrap a whole square of the puzzle you 
thought you had down correctly. Easy enough with a cross- 
word puzzle, but change the issue to your fundamental view 
of how the world works and many people have a difficult 
time keeping the right mind-set. 

Throughout the millennia, many brilliant people have 
created completely inaccurate portraits of the universe be- 
cause of unexamined beliefs taken as dogma. We shall take a 
tour of their travails and then take a long, hard look at 
whether the theory of the big bang is one destined to survive 
or fail. 


INTRODUCTION 


As we question the robustness of the big bang, it’s im- 
portant to remember that one can question a scientific the- 
ory without insisting on overthrowing all of science or the 
scientific method. It’s a shame that this distinction should 
even have to be made. The worlds of science and religion 
are so distinct, operating under such different rules, that 
neither benefits from being “confirmed” by the other. 
They should be able to exist side by side without conflict; 
apparent contradictions can be dismissed if you realize 
they are two fundamentally different ways of relating to 
our surroundings. 

This book therefore sets out to do two things: first, to es- 
tablish the big bang’s legitimacy as a scientific theory, and ex- 
plain why it’s been accepted; then, in part II, to explain just 
what problems—from a scientific perspective—are still 
there. We will describe the holes that still need to be patched 
up, walk through the experiments currently being done to 
hammer out the last details, and address the likelihood of 
whether the whole theory will ever be scrapped. 

The big bang theory was suggested, partially tested, and 
accepted in the first two-thirds of the twentieth century. In 
an effort to truly prove the big bang, scores of new technolo- 
gies—such as the Hubble Space Telescope—have been de- 
veloped. We are in the midst of an experimental boom. With 
the first rounds of data just starting to come in, cosmology is 
beginning to turn into a testable science. 

We will soon know if the big bang is just another theory 
in the history of human ideas. 


PART |! 


How We Came to Believe 
the Big Bang Theory 


The First Cosmologies 


In the beginning, there was nothing. Well, not quite nothing— 
more of a Nothing with Potential. A nothingness in which packets 
of energy fleeted in and out of existence, popping into oblivion as 
quickly as they appeared. One of these fluctuations had just 
enough energy to take off. It inflated wildly out of control—one 
moment infinitesimally small, moments later light-years across. 
All of space and time was created in that instant, and as that en- 
ergy slowed, it cooled and froze into matter—protons and neutrons 
and photons. This baby universe kept expanding, over billions of 
years, and those particles coalesced into stars and planets and 
eventually humans. 


And that’s how the universe came to be. 

Or at least that’s the modern version. Descriptions of 
how the cosmos was born, from the dramatic to the lyrical, 
have proliferated throughout human history. Take the 
Enuma Elish, the creation myth recited in about 4000 B.C.E. 
on the fourth day of each new year by the Babylonians as 
they lay prostrate before a statue of their great god Marduk. 


THE BIG BANG THEORY 


The epic begins: 


When heaven was not named, 

and the earth beneath did not bear a name 
nor the primeval Apsu, 

who begat them, 

nor Tiamet, the mother of them. 


Their waters, sweet and bitter, 
mingled together. 

And no field was formed, 

no marsh was to be seen. 

When none of the gods 

had been called into being, 
And none bore a name, 

and no destinies were ordained. 
Then in the midst of the waters, 


gods were created. 


Lahmu and Lahamu, 
were called into being. 


The non-Babylonians among us may need help under- 


standing who these divine beings are. Apsu is the sweet 
river water; Tiamat, the salty ocean. They come together— 
just the way the Babylonians would have watched a river 
delta hit the sea—and they create the first gods: Lahmu and 
Lahamu represent silt and muddy slime, the earth itself. 


A child hearing these two stories for the first time would 


have no way of choosing which one was correct. As stories, 
one simply chooses the prettier version—and most would 
probably want to go with the poetry. But there is a dramatic 
difference between the two: the big bang description is more 
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than just a fable. Science prides itself on providing physically 
accurate descriptions of the observable universe; it seeks lit- 
eral truths about what really happened. The methods of reli- 
gion and science are vastly different. 

So how does science decide on just one theory, the accu- 
rate one, the true one? 

The way many people like to imagine the process is that 
everyone keeps an admirably open mind and changes his or 
her beliefs when enough contradictory proof collapses an 
old theory. Science is cumulative, they think, refining theo- 
ries over time, always getting closer and closer to the “truth.” 

Thomas Kuhn explained the process a very different way. 
A historian of science who taught at Harvard, Kuhn advanced 
the notion of the “paradigm shift.” He said that scientists 
worked within the confines of their theories long after there 
was enough factual proof to disprove them. A new theory was 
embraced only when someone finally overturned the whole 
shebang completely, as thoroughly as upsetting a dinner table 
of dishes and silverware to the floor. A new theory would arise 
in place of the old one, with a whole new language and set of 
assumptions to go with it. We believed new theories not be- 
cause of the preponderance of evidence, but because they 
“made sense” to us, much the way a creation myth might. 

And then there is a third view, bluntly expressed by Max 
Planck, who simply said that scientific theories don’t change 
because scientists change their minds; they change because 
old scientists die. 

Like most philosophical truths, the answer is probably 
some combination of all of the above. The story of how the 
big bang theory became accepted certainly contains a bit of 
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each. There are geniuses who scoffed at all previous theories 
and devised brand-new, innovative solutions; and there are 
those who refused to reject their preconceived notions no 
matter how overwhelming the evidence. There are people 
who accepted cosmology theories based on the experiments 
only; and there are those who simply believed them with the 
same faith they might bring to a religion. There are those to- 
day who say they believe the big bang model because all the 
experiments support it; and there are those who say there 
are enough holes that we shouldn’t believe it just yet. 

The story of how the big bang theory was accepted incor- 
porates all these scientific styles, and it begins in ancient 
Greece. 


EARLY BELIEFS 


Imagine looking at the sky for the first time—as if you knew 
nothing about its workings. Every day you’d see the sun rise 
and then set as the moon rose up to replace it. By and large 
you'd think they were similar bodies, both traveling around 
the globe in exactly the same way. 

At first, all those other bright stars in the night sky would 
seem to be entirely different. They could be as small as fire- 
flies hovering just a mile or so up in the air for all you knew. 
The fact that the moon passes in front of them in her nightly 
journey will tell you they’re at least farther away than the 
moon, but that’s about all. In time you’d see the night sky 
move around the earth, too, all the stars moving in unison, 
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and assume it was some two-dimensional backdrop twirling 
around a fixed earth at the center. 

Eventually you’d notice that six of those stars didn’t 
move in sync with the others. Each has its own erratic path. 
Each moves across the sky in one direction until suddenly it 
slows down, stops completely, and begins moving in the op- 
posite direction for a while before finally resuming its 
course. Sometimes these six would even get larger, as if they 
were coming closer. You’d know these were different some- 
how, and your first guess might be that they were like the 
sun, just much, much farther away, circling the earth as the 
sun does. 

And that would be about as far as you’d get. You could 
record daily movements of these wandering planets (the very 
word “planet” means “wanderer” in Greek), but your predic- 
tions about why they moved and how they were created 
would be based only on what you saw with the naked eye— 
and would be highly inaccurate. 

Sure, you might realize that the sun moving around the 
earth would make the sky look just the same as if the earth 
twirled on its own axis, but relying on nothing more than 
your unaided vision, you really couldn’t prove anything one 
way or the other. And the idea of the world twirling wouldn’t 
make too much sense, because wouldn’t you expect to feel 
the wind rushing past? 

It’s into this world, with just this much knowledge and 
this much observation, that the Greek philosophers arrived. 
They could map the night sky, they could predict eclipses, 
they could geometer their way into beautiful drawings of 
planetary motions, and they used all of this to devise theories 
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about the universe, but they didn’t have the tools to prove 
any of it. 

The Greek philosophers didn’t rely on experiments the 
way modern scientists do, but they took a giant step in that 
direction by rejecting religious explanations and denying 
that gods caused daily phenomena. Lightning bolts weren’t 
hurled to the ground by the angry arm of Zeus, but born of 
natural processes, processes that could be rationally ex- 
plained. Lucretius, for example, writing in the first century 
B.C.E., said: “Nature is free and uncontrolled by proud mas- 
ters and runs the universe by herself without the aid of gods. 
For who—by the sacred hearts of the gods who pass their un- 
ruffled lives, their placid aeon, in calm and peace!—who can 
rule the sum total of the measureless?”’ 

Notice how just as Lucretius denies divine intervention 
he invokes the existence of gods. He’s our very first example 
of someone who embraced a new theory yet couldn’t quite 
let go of what he’d been taught all his life. His whole philos- 
ophy was based on the idea that nature—made of little 
atoms—ran independently of the divine. But jettisoning the 
gods altogether? That would be going too far. 

The Greek philosophers came up with numerous ver- 
sions of how the universe worked. (A personal favorite: 
Anaximander’s proposal that we live inside a huge sphere 
with fire along the outside rim—the sun is nothing but a 
hole in the sphere through which we can see the fire.) But 
one model truly captured the imagination of the Western 
world well into the 1600s. This was the version described by 
Aristotle; his would be the unquestioned assumptions that 
philosophers and scientists embraced for centuries. And 


Aristotle got the assumptions from his teacher Plato. 
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ARISTOTLE AND PLATO 


Plato lived in tumultuous times. Born in 427 B.C.E., he grew 
up during the Peloponnesian War and learned his philoso- 
phy in the marketplace where Socrates preached to the 
young men, telling them to question the morals they’d been 
taught. The community elders—who’d done all that moral 
teaching—weren’t pleased, and Socrates was soon tried and 
sentenced to death. 

Perhaps it was his friend’s death and the chaos of a war- 
torn nation that led Plato to seek solid truths to put order 
and calm into his world. Plato lived in the world of ideals. 
The physical world, he claimed, was merely a facsimile of the 
perfection created in some divine mind. Plato referred to 
this divinity as the Demiurge. We, too, could experience true 
reality only in our own minds: a circle can only be perfect in 
our thoughts, after all—draw one and it’s invariably slightly 
off-kilter. 

Plato’s universe depended on these “perfections.” He 
picked five ideal shapes and claimed that the “elements” 
matched them: fire was a tetrahedron (a three-sided pyra- 
mid), the sharp sides of which could cut the connection be- 
tween other elements; earth was a solid cube; air, an octahe- 
dron (a solid with eight sides that look like pentagons); and 
water was a slippery twenty-sided icosahedron (each side is 
an equilateral triangle). The planets, he believed, must 
travel in circles with uniform motion. 

No matter that there was no proof of any of this, or even 
that the planets zigzagged across the sky in a way that looked 
distinctly noncircular. Because it was a beautiful theory, Plato 
believed it must be true. Those who thought they could un- 
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derstand the stars by, gasp, observation were as empty-headed 
as birds, as he wrote in his Timaeus: “But the race of birds was 
created out of innocent light-minded men, who, although 
their minds were directed toward heaven, imagined, in their 
simplicity, that the clearest demonstration of the things 
above was to be obtained by sight.” 

Plato’s blindness did not, therefore, come from an in- 
ability to see but from his disdain for what he saw. He chose 
to ignore what he observed. He created a theory of the uni- 
verse with everything moving in these perfect circles—even 
though it certainly doesn’t look like this from earth as the 
planets wander backward and forward through the night 
sky—and then asked others to produce a mathematical 
model that would fit it.* 

Yes, those planets obviously traveled back and forth 
through the sky, so how do you create a universe run only by 
perfect solids and circles? Eudoxus, born in Sparta in 408 
B.C.E., and one of Plato’s pupils, rose to the challenge. To 
“save the appearances,” Eudoxus described a set of planets 
sitting on a series of moving spheres with the earth at their 
center. The sun, for example, had three spheres: one to 
move around the earth daily; another, slower sphere, which 
on an annual basis moved to account for the way the sun ap- 
pears to move higher in the sky throughout the seasons; and 
a third sphere to explain some incorrect observations of the 


*At least this is so according to Simplicius, who commented on Plato in the sixth 
century C.E. And in fact he is commenting on a commentary on a commentary of 
Eudoxus’s report about Plato’s teachings, so as with much of what we know about 
the ancient Greek philosophers, we get our information at the tail end of one big 
game of “telephone.” 
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time that had the sun changing position on the horizon 
from equinox to equinox. Eudoxus described each planet 
this way, adding on spheres moving at different speeds and 
in different directions, until there were twenty-seven spheres 
in total. 

The model was totally wrong, of course, but the concept 
itself was mind-boggling. For the first time, someone ham- 
mered out a mathematical model correlated to what he saw. 
Eudoxus didn’t think it was a description of what was actually 
happening in the heavens, and his model didn’t perfectly fit 
the data, but you could use it to predict where a planet 
should be with reasonable accuracy. Math corresponded to 
reality. 

Math corresponding to reality is seductive. It makes you 
believe the model is correct. In fact, using a theory to suc- 
cessfully predict an outcome in the physical world is exactly 
the kind of thing that gives modern-day scientists confidence 
in their models. Ifa theory doesn’t fit reality, that’s easy—you 
discount it immediately. The theory is wrong, and it’s time to 
move on. When a theory fits the data, however, one doesn’t 
quite know what to think. Sure, there’s a chance it’s right, 
but what about Eudoxus’s rings, a theory we now know to be 
hogwash? Scientists must always remember how false theo- 
ries have been emphatically believed in the past. This one, 
with the help of Aristotle, would be believed for centuries as 
insistently as we believe today that the earth goes around the 
sun—all because it by and large fit the data. 

Aristotle added a twist to Eudoxus’s model: he turned 
those ephemeral spheres into something solid. If the math 
worked, why couldn’t it be a valid physical description? Aris- 
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totle studied under Plato for some twenty years before found- 
ing his own academy, but he wasn’t as afraid of observation as 
his mentor was. Perhaps Aristotle’s world simply seemed 
more stable. Aristotle was born in northern Greece in Mace- 
don in 384 B.C.E. His father served as personal physician to the 
ruler, Amyntas II. Aristotle’s life in Athens was largely good, as 
he was originally tapped to be Plato’s successor. 

Aristotle eventually stepped far enough away from the 
master that he wasn’t chosen to lead the academy, but Plato’s 
influence over his philosophy would be the rut that kept Aris- 
totle’s theories from being accurate. Aristotle inherited 
Plato’s incorrect assumptions: Aristotle trusts so implicitly in 
the obvious perfection of a sphere that he never bothers to of- 
fer detailed proofs, as he does for other ideas, that the planets 
move in circles. In “On the Heavens” he writes: “The shape of 
the heaven must be spherical. That is most suitable to its sub- 
stance, and is the primary shape in nature.” So there. 

The spheres in Aristotle’s cosmology stemmed from Eu- 
doxus’s, but they needed some jury-rigging to become a 
physical reality. Aristotle devised a system whereby each 
sphere forced the spheres inside to rotate with it. Conse- 
quently he had to add spheres not only to account for the 
oddities of each planet’s rotation but also to negate move- 
ment from the sphere above it. In the end his version had 
fifty-six spheres and roughly accounted for most celestial 
movements. It failed to explain a couple of crucial points, 
however, including why the planets periodically shone 
brighter and larger, as if they had swung closer. 

But these shortcomings didn’t derail it. Aristotle’s de- 
scription of the universe caught the imagination of mankind 
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in a way that no previous system did. Christians in the Middle 
Ages would take it as a perfect model of a God-governed cos- 
mos, since Aristotle’s universe included an outermost 
sphere, which they thought was “heaven.” 

The way it works is this: Everything on earth is made of 
the four elements, earth, air, fire, and water. All these ele- 
ments seek to be at rest in their “natural” state. Earth and wa- 
ter seek rest by moving in straight lines “down” (toward the 
center of the earth), while fire and air naturally move in 
straight lines “up.” A rock that moves horizontally—say, by 
being thrown through the air—does this only because an 
outer body has forced “unnatural motion” upon it. 

At the beginning of time all the earth and water naturally 
fell down toward the center of the universe, clumped to- 
gether, and formed the spherical globe on which we live. 
This automatically proved there were no other universes out 
there, because that would imply two conflicting “downs”’—an 
absurdity to Aristotle. (Today we know there are billions of 
“downs” in the universe. “Down” is always in the direction of 
the greatest gravity nearby. For us it’s earth, but it could be 
the moon or the sun or a black hole.) 

Once you made it out of our atmosphere, however, every- 
thing changed. Starting with the moon, the universe was 
made of a heavenly material known as “ether.” While every- 
thing on earth moves in straight lines, ether naturally moves 
in circles—divine things simply must move in the “perfect” 
shape, after all. There were spheres for the moon, the sun, 
the planets on out to the stars, and then beyond that was an 
Unmoved Mover—the divine force that moved the outer 
sphere that set each of the next fifty-five moving. Interest- 
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ingly, Aristotle created this complicated mathematical model 
of moving spheres, and yet at times he writes that each 
planet is moved by an individual divinity (medieval Chris- 
tians would later update these creatures to angels). While 
Aristotle created a cosmology that doesn’t require divine in- 
tervention, he nevertheless insists upon it. He couldn’t es- 
cape an ingrained belief that even a rational universe was a 
place filled with gods and hallowed beings far more powerful 
than mankind. This was a lovely model for the early Chris- 
tian world to hold on to, and religion and cosmology would 
remain intricately entwined for the next thirteen centuries. 

While Aristotle’s cosmology became dogma, one other 
ancient gets credit for giving the theory the grounding 
needed to make it so stable. Aristotle’s spheres still didn’t 
correspond well to everything observed; hammering out a 
mechanical model took a true mathematician: Ptolemy. 

Klaudios Ptolemaios lived in the second century C.E. and 
created the most comprehensive model of the planets to 
date. Ptolemy knew that as the planets moved around the 
earth they appeared to stop and go backward for a while. 
(We now refer to this apparent jog in a planet’s travels as a 
“retrograde”—the planet does not, in fact, ever move back- 
ward, it simply looks that way since we watch the planets mov- 
ing around the sun as we ourselves move around the sun.) 
To account for this, Ptolemy added a twist to the orbits. He 
claimed that each planet moved in tight little circles, and it 
was the very center of this circle that moved in a gigantic cir- 
cular orbit around the earth. This little extra orbit was 
named an epicycle. 

Ptolemy’s model corresponded quite well with what we 
see. After all, if you’re trying to figure out where the sun is 
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going to be at any given moment, you can do that fairly well 
whether you assume the sun stays still and the earth spins or 
that the sun moves around the earth. But an inaccurate 
model is bound to have some anomalies. The biggest weak- 
ness in Ptolemy’s model was his complicated description of 
Mars. Mars, orbiting the sun so close to us, has the hardest 
path to pin down if you’re afflicted with an incorrect theory. 
Mars just refuses to move in perfect circles. Mars was des- 
tined to be the first nail in the coffin for Ptolemy and 
Aristotle. 


INTRODUCING OBSERVATION 


Tycho Brahe had a love-hate relationship with his brash 
young assistant Johannes Kepler. Over the year and a half 
they worked together, Kepler and Brahe fought, Kepler left 
in angry fits or Brahe would order him to leave, then one or 
the other would beg to work together again. For some rea- 
son they needed each other. Brahe’s observations of the 
universe were unsurpassed throughout the world. Kepler 
wanted access to them to devise better descriptions of how 
the heavens worked. Brahe, in turn, needed Kepler’s bril- 
liant math skills to help prove his own theories. 

But they rubbed each other the wrong way, and Brahe 
wanted to keep him occupied and out of his hair. “Describe 
for me the orbit of Mars,” he told Kepler in 1600, knowing 
full well that all the greats of history had wrestled with the 
prickly warrior planet and come up short. 

“Give me a week,” replied Kepler. 
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Kepler was overconfident. It would take him eight years 
to hammer out the orbit, but when he did, he turned 
Ptolemy’s model on its head. He described the way the plan- 
ets move with three laws that are still taught in introductory 
physics classes around the world. 

Brahe and Kepler’s names aren’t well known outside the 
world of astronomy, but their contributions to science were 
as crucial as those of the more famous Copernicus and 
Galileo. In fact, some historians argue that the vision of a 
sun-centered cosmos that Copernicus devised in the 1500s 
wasn’t so revolutionary—although Copernicus championed 
a moving earth, he clung unquestioningly to Aristotelian 
ideals such as circular motion. He wrote: “It is altogether ab- 
surd that a heavenly body should not always move with a uni- 
form velocity in a perfect circle.” In fact, Copernicus tried to 
connect to the ancients by writing his most important trea- 
tise, De Revolutionibus Orbium (The Revolutions of the Celes- 
tial Orbs), which echoed Ptolemy’s Amalgaest, with each 
chapter of his book correlating to a chapter in Ptolemy. 
Moreover, Copernicus cited pre-Aristotelian philosophers 
such as the Pythagoreans to support his ideas for a sun- 
centered universe. To overturn Aristotle, he reached back 
even farther in time—not what one would call really taking a 
leap into the unknown. 

Not to belittle Copernicus—he certainly provided a 
jump from the status quo. He also used a new concept to 
choose his theory: simplicity. Or even, one could say, beauty. 
The austerity of the simple Copernican system gave it an aes- 
thetically appealing quality missing from Ptolemy’s rings 
within rings. In modern times, scientists have almost deified 
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this simplicity concept, known as Occam’s Razor. If two theo- 
ries fit the data, choose the simpler of the two. If you can ex- 
plain the cosmos with just a few orbits instead of all those 
epicycles, then stick to the former. 

But, alas for Copernicus, his simple ring system of plan- 
ets orbiting a slightly off-center sun didn’t correspond to re- 
ality substantially better than Ptolemy’s model. Sticky Mars 
was still out of whack. Copernicus’s De Revolutionibus Orbium 
was edited by a man named Rheticus, who, legend has it, be- 
came so frustrated with mapping the path of the red planet 
that he called upon the spirit world to help. A demon ap- 
peared, threw him against a couple of walls, and shouted, 
“Thus are the motions of Mars!” 

Until someone decided to map the orbit of Mars first and 
then determine the math that described it instead of the 
other way around, no one was going to produce a complete 
model of the sky. That was not something Copernicus, firmly 
enmeshed in the philosophies of his day, was capable of do- 
ing. It was Brahe and Kepler, with their willingness to really 
observe what they were studying, to insist that the observa- 
tions match their theories, who nudged cosmology a little 
closer to modern-day “science.” 

That these two characters—for they were definitely both 
characters—had the chance to come together and collabo- 
rate is almost beyond belief. Brahe was of Danish nobility, 
Kepler of the German lower class, but together they provided 
the most accurate depictions of the stars until that time. 

Brahe was a nobleman born in 1546, who by family con- 
nections was in favor with the Danish king, Frederick, who 
gave him an entire island in the Danish Sound on which to 
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set up his astronomy lab. Brahe’s microcosm, which he 
named Uraniborg, consisted of a chemical lab, a printing 
press, a paper mill, a prison, a game preserve, a library, a cas- 
tle, and, of course, the largest observatory ever seen. Brahe 
built it all with money from the Danish coffers (30 percent of 
that year’s Danish budget, to be exact—who says NASA isn’t 
a bargain?), and he then lived off the income generated by 
his tenants and the various factories. Living in high style, 
Brahe even had a jester dwarf who sat under his chair at din- 
ner and begged for scraps. 

But Brahe’s love for the stars was genuine. He knew them 
like the back of his hand—they were as familiar to him as the 
landscape around our homes is to most of us. So the sudden 
appearance one day of a bright star where none had been be- 
fore threw him off the way the sudden appearance of a fifty- 
foot oak tree in our backyards would affect the rest of us. Ever 
since Aristotle, everyone had agreed that the heavens did not 
change. They were immutable, perfect, the way divine things 
should be. So convinced was everyone of this that when West- 
ern astronomers had noticed various comets throughout the 
centuries, they just assumed the comets were below the 
moon, the only possible place such change was allowed. 

And yet, one night—it was November 11, 1572—Brahe 
looked up into the sky after dinner and there was a new star, 
smack in the middle of the constellation Cassiopeia, brighter 
than all the rest. For the next few weeks it was even visible 
during the day, slowly fading over the course of the next year 
and a half until it disappeared. 

Brahe had witnessed a supernova—the gigantic explo- 
sion that occurs during a star’s last death throes. Of course, 
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Brahe didn’t know that at the time. All he knew was that he 
had witnessed the impossible: the perfect, ever-constant, 
starry sky had just changed. He may not have realized the im- 
plications immediately, but by the time he spotted a comet in 
1577, Brahe knew what to look for. Making the most precise 
measurements anyone had ever seen, and presenting 
them—in an unprecedented move—with all his data and all 
the possible errors, Brahe showed that the comet was far 
above the moon. Not just change in the heavens, then, but a 
body slicing right through Aristotle’s crystalline celestial 
spheres. 

With the level of detail presented, Brahe’s destruction of 
the Aristotelian universe was hard to dispute. The celestial 
spheres had been smashed, never to return. That was one of 
Brahe’s major contributions to cosmology, but his largest may 
well have been simply his incredible attention to detail. His 
data were orders of magnitude better than anyone else’s. (Re- 
markably, Brahe never once looked through a telescope—an 
instrument that arrived in Europe several years after he died.) 

The minutiae matter in science. It is the minutiae that 
disprove a false theory and support a true one. And that is a 
lesson learned from Tycho Brahe. 

But Brahe, like so many before him, was also a slave to his 
preconceptions. Unable to convince himself that the earth 
moved, and unable to make his observations match a geo- 
centric universe, Brahe drew a solar system in which the sun 
and the moon orbited the earth, while all the other planets 
revolved around the sun. 

The glory of Uraniborg didn’t last long. In 1597, after a 
new king had claimed the Danish throne, Brahe ceased to be 
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a royal favorite. He picked up his instruments and left. By 
1599 he had taken on a new job: imperial mathemetician to 
Holy Roman Emperor Rudolph II in modern-day Czechoslo- 
vakia. It was here that he met Johannes Kepler. 

Whereas Brahe was near-royalty, Kepler grew up in the 
poor neighborhoods of Weil der Stadt, a town in Germany. 
Born in 1575, Kepler was cranky, sickly, and dirty (he took ex- 
actly one bath in his entire life and claimed it made him ill). 
He nearly died of smallpox when he was four, and the litany of 
illnesses continues from there. He was nearsighted, and had 
multiple vision his whole life. He didn’t make many friends 
and got into fights with his classmates. His father was a merce- 
nary soldier, fighting for the best pay; his mother had nearly 
been burned as a witch in their hometown, so now she stayed 
with her husband in the battle camps. Kepler was raised by his 
grandmother, whom he described in his diary as “restless, 
clever, and lying, of a fiery nature, an inveterate trouble- 
maker, violent.” Kepler always kept meticulous diaries. They 
are a combination of harsh portraits of the people around 
him and detailed descriptions of his life and contributions to 
science. (This makes Kepler one of the few scientists in his- 
tory for whom we have a description of how he lost his virgin- 
ity. He was twenty-one and—surprise—it made him sick.) 

And from these inauspicious beginnings sprang genius. 
Young Johannes Kepler was lucky enough to be born at a 
time when the new Lutheran religion sweeping Europe gave 
rise to numerous public schools. Kepler received a free edu- 
cation, and he eventually attended a Lutheran university in 
Tubingen. It was there that he first discovered Copernicus, 
learning of a sun-centered world from his mentor Michael 
Mastlin. So it was that Kepler was one of the first astronomers 
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thoroughly indoctrinated in a heliocentric universe—he 
never doubted that the sun stood still while the earth rotated 
around it. 

After college, Kepler took a job as a math teacher, in 
which position his ability to win friends and influence people 
continued at the same abysmal rate. (First day of classes, his 
second year: Kepler walked into an empty classroom. Not a 
soul had registered for his class.) While he didn’t do much for 
his students, that classroom did a great deal for Kepler. In the 
middle of a lecture on geometry, Kepler had what he would 
later describe as one of the most profound thoughts of his 
life. It’s a thought we now know to have no scientific merit, 
but to Kepler it was his greatest achievement. And while it 
isn’t valued today, it was the first step that led him to three 
beautiful equations that describe the whole solar system. 

Kepler had long wrestled with the question of why there 
were six planets—not seven, not five.* In a flash—as he 
stood in front of that class—Kepler thought that the planets 
themselves might be organized according to the five Platonic 
“ideal” shapes. First came Mercury’s circular orbit. Next, 
imagine an octahedron (with eight sides) positioned around 
that circle the way any regular shape can be snugly fit around 
a sphere. Put another sphere directly around that, and you 
get the orbit for Venus. Next an icosahedron (twenty sides), 
the sphere of earth’s orbit; then a dodecahedron (twelve 
sides), Mars; then a pyramid, Jupiter; then a cube; and finally 
Saturn. This pretty arrangement of geometry now showed 
why each planet’s orbit was just so far out and no farther. 


*Today, of course, we know there are nine planets (if you include Pluto, which isn’t 
exactly a planet like the others), but in those days six it was. 
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As it happened, the ratios among the planets didn’t per- 
fectly match up to the ratios of the solids, and these days we 
know that there are more than six planets. We also know that 
invoking the Platonic solids as a logical “reason” for why 
there were six doesn’t make much sense to begin with. But 
by and large Kepler’s vision of the solar system linked up to 
what he observed—and that alone was pretty novel for a me- 
dieval astronomer. 

Perhaps sensing a kindred spirit who understood the 
value of matching observation to theory, Tycho Brahe invited 
Kepler to work with him in 1600. Upon studying Brahe’s de- 
tails of the Martian orbit, Kepler realized that the planet did 
not move at a constant speed. (Aristotle’s spheres and un- 
changing heavens were already discredited; now his theories 
of uniform motion were under attack.) But that revelation 
alone wasn’t enough to account for Brahe’s precise data. It 
was a struggle that took years, but finally Kepler had to face 
the facts: Aristotle’s perfect circles must go. Kepler showed 
that the planets moved in egg-shaped ovals, in ellipses. 

Not that anyone listened. One who dismissed it outright 
was Galileo Galilei. He was the only other contemporary sci- 
entist who believed that the earth revolved around the sun, 
but he basically ignored all of Kepler’s ideas. 


THE FIRST SCIENTIST 


Galileo is often credited with being the first scientist, the first 
experimenter. And it’s a valid title—his work with pendulums 
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and gravity and momentum all revolved around experiments. 
But when it came to the sky, he had his failings. He refused to 
admit that the close correlation between Kepler’s ellipses and 
observation discounted the theory of circles. Possibly this was 
mere pride, a way to discredit the only other champion of a 
sun-centered universe so he could hoard all the glory. After 
all, if there’s one thing we know for sure about Galileo it’s that 
he was extremely sure of himself, even when he was spectacu- 
larly wrong. He once wrote, “It was granted to me alone to dis- 
cover all the new phenomena in the sky and nothing to any- 
body else. This is the truth which neither malice nor envy can 
suppress.” 

While he denied Kepler, Galileo wasn’t normally so dis- 
missive of observation. It was observation that made him a 
legend. At the beginning of the seventeenth century, some- 
one invented the telescope in Holland. No one can quite 
agree on who it was, but it was Galileo who made the tele- 
scope great. Fitting two lenses together on either end of a 
long tube, Galileo pointed that telescope to the sky and saw 
farther than anyone had seen before. (He also sold the 
patent rights to the Venetian government—patent rights to 
an instrument he didn’t invent, but no matter. . . he got 
himself a nice raise in the bargain.) 

While others used the telescope to track the movements 
of ships or approaching armies, Galileo focused his tubes 
upward. He saw more stars than had ever been seen. He saw 
planets—full circles instead of mere sparks of light. He saw 
rings around Saturn. And, most of all, he saw phases of the 
planet Venus. Just as the moon appears to cycle from new 
moon to full because it circles the earth, so Venus appears 
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thinner and wider in the sky as it circles the sun. It was in de- 
ciphering this pattern that Galileo saw proof that Copernicus 
had been right all along. 

Unfortunately, the church wasn’t so quick to agree. When 
Copernicus lived, thought, and wrote, the church was actively 
involved with philosophy and science, allowing and even en- 
couraging new ideas and detailed analyses. But nearly a cen- 
tury later, the pope had suffered an unprecedented attack: 
heeding the cry of Martin Luther, many Christians had re- 
jected the papacy. Having seen what dissent could do, the 
Catholic Church became infinitely less tolerant. This sun- 
centered stuff—directly contradictory to what was said in the 
Bible—must stop. (It didn’t help that in Galileo’s book de- 
fending heliocentrism, a quasi-fictional account of three men 
discussing the universe, for which he did in fact receive per- 
mission ahead of time from the Catholic Church, he attrib- 
uted the church’s point of view to the stupidest, dullest man 
in the book, thus appearing to mock papal views.) 

In a trial still famous today, Galileo was summoned be- 
fore the pope’s inquisitors and made to denounce his work. 
Opting to keep his life, Galileo signed papers stating that the 
earth most definitely, unequivocally did not now move, and 
never had. He was sentenced to house arrest for the rest of 
his life. 

Legend has it that as he stood up and walked out of the 
church he muttered, “Eppur si muove” (Yet it moves). 
Whether or not Galileo said the actual words, the earth’s 
movement was something no one could deny for much 
longer. The cracks in Aristotle’s theory were too large. It 
would soon fall apart. 
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NEWTON 


What we have so far are brilliant men—for they were all men 
at this point—each able to see a piece of the puzzle. As in the 
fable of the blind men exploring an elephant—in which one 
man touches the trunk and thinks that’s what an elephant 
looks like, while the others make different decisions based 
on touching the leg or tail—each of these greats had an awe- 
some understanding of his one piece of the animal. Their 
fault lay in denying the other’s bit. Copernicus envisioned a 
sun-centered universe but refused to let go of Greek philoso- 
phy. Brahe was willing to ditch the crystalline spheres but 
wouldn't let go of a geocentric universe. Kepler abandoned 
Plato’s circles but couldn’t abandon the Platonic solids. 
Galileo accepted Copernicus but refused to embrace Ke- 
pler’s ellipses. Each took a giant step forward but couldn’t 
pull everything together into a whole. It was Newton who, 
a generation later, took a step back and saw the whole 
elephant. 

Like the geniuses before him, Newton was an arrogant 
man. Perhaps the courage to capsize centuries-old theories 
must stem from a certain amount of hubris. Perhaps confi- 
dence in the face of criticism is the most important ingredi- 
ent for toppling dogma. After all, no matter how much we 
try to make our choices based on logic, no matter how much 
mathematical proof there is for a theory, humans tend to 
“believe” a scientific theory the same way they believe in a 
creation myth—somewhere in their gut. So overthrowing a 
universally accepted theory takes more than data; it takes su- 


perhuman conviction. 
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Newton didn’t have as much of an uphill battle to con- 
vince his peers as those who came before him. In his day, 
many already accepted the theories of Kepler and Galileo. 
Newton lived to see his ideas embraced, and so he spent the 
last thirty years of his life basking in England’s admiration of 
their real-life hero. 

Newton was born on Christmas Day in 1642. His mother 
saw to it that he got a first-rate education—Newton was the 
first person in his family who could write his own name—but 
other than that, she by and large neglected him. Newton was 
raised by his grandmother, while his mother and stepfather 
lived in another village down the road. Newton’s estrange- 
ment from his mother seems to have affected the rest of his 
life—he never made close connections with the people 
around him, never married, never felt comfortable in soci- 
ety. He turned whatever energies might have gone into per- 
sonal relations inward. Once caught up in a puzzle, he would 
work around the clock, ignoring everything around him, 
including the most basic of problems such as hunger and 
exhaustion. 

The ferocity with which Newton attacked problems in sci- 
ence and math is mind-boggling. In a scant two years, begin- 
ning when he was twenty-two, Newton created calculus, 
learned that white light was a superposition of all the colors 
in the rainbow, and—most interestingly for us—devised the 
theory of gravity. 

Newton began to think about gravity because he couldn’t 
figure out why the moon merrily continued to orbit the 
earth instead of flinging off into space. (Think about 
whirling something like a yo-yo around and around your 
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head—the only thing keeping it moving in circles is the 
fact that you’re holding the string. The moment you let 
go, it will shoot off in a straight line. Contrary to Aristotle’s 
assumptions, Newton knew that nothing naturally traveled 
in a circle.) Sitting under an apple tree one day—you know 
the story—Newton saw an apple plop to the ground. He 
realized that the same force that pulled on fruits and hu- 
mans and animals might extend all the way up to the 
moon. This force of gravity could bind the moon to the 
earth as firmly as a yo-yo string keeps that yo-yo whirling 
around your head. 

It would be some time before Newton realized that the im- 
plications went farther than the moon’s path. Incorporating 
gravity into Kepler’s equations, Newton realized he could pro- 
duce mathematical descriptions of gravity that matched up 
perfectly with elliptical orbits. Gravity governed not only the 
moon butall the planets. 

Perhaps it went even farther than that. In the end New- 
ton proposed a theory of universal gravitation: Every single 
object in the universe, he claimed, attracts all others through 
the force of gravity. Small bodies, such as this book, create 
such weak gravity that you don’t feel it. But take something 
as massive as a planet, and you’re going to be pulled to its 
surface like a magnet to a refrigerator. It would be more 
than twenty years after that falling apple before Newton pub- 
lished, in 1687, a complete description of his insight, in 
Philosophiae naturalis principia mathematica (Mathematical 
Principles of Natural Philosophy). 

Today we refer to the work as the Principia, and it is still 
considered one of the most revolutionary books of all time. 
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Starting from a few basic principles, incorporating some 
math, and throwing in completely new insights about the na- 
ture of matter, Newton explained everything that was known 
about movement. From how a rock moves through the air, to 
why friction slows down a rolling ball, to why the planets or- 
bit the sun, Newton’s laws explained it all. 

Of course, universal gravitation had implications for cos- 
mology as well. If everything is attracted to everything else, 
then planets and stars and the earth should be constantly in 
erratic motion, constantly pulled one way or another. Our 
universe shouldn’t be stable, and yet by all appearances it 
was. (It never occurred to anyone that the universe wasn’t sta- 
ble, completely static. Figuring out that the universe expands 
would be crucial in developing the big bang theory, but the 
idea was considered so bizarre that even Einstein refused to 
believe it at first.) To solve the problem, Newton claimed 
that the universe must be infinite. If it was infinitely large, it 
was just possible that the force from every body in space per- 
fectly balanced the force from every other body. Pulled an 
equal amount in all directions, each planet would stay put. 
Newton granted that this was the equivalent of balancing an 
infinite number of needles on their points, but nothing was 
beyond the ability of God. 

Yes, God was still a large part of Newton’s vision. He be- 
lieved that such universal order could be explained only by 
the hand of a divine being. Moreover, such perfect stability 
would require God’s hand constantly intervening, constantly 
tweaking, moving this star slightly to the left, this planet 
slightly to the right to maintain the perfect balance. Newton 
knew the difference between “science” and “religion.” Sci- 
ence had to be backed up by proof and observation—you 
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couldn’t just make up random hypotheses; they had to cor- 
respond to physical reality. But it never occurred to him that 
religion wasn’t as important a force in the universe as his 
neat gravity. God and science didn’t clash at all, but worked 


in harmony. 


BEYOND THE SUN 


As all these scientists described the solar system, it never oc- 
curred to them to track much farther. For most, the stars 
were no more than a backdrop—a fixed, two-dimensional 
tapestry against which everything else moved. On his draw- 
ings, Copernicus merely labeled an outer sphere of stars; he 
never commented on what might be beyond it. A less well- 
known British astronomer, Thomas Digges, was the first to 
expand the heavens. In 1576, he translated passages from 
Copernicus into English and drew a famous picture showing 
stars beyond Saturn, extending out in all directions. It was 
the first suggestion in medieval times that the universe might 
spread in three dimensions past the planets. 

With bigger and better telescopes, scientists began to 
map the galactic neighborhood. Having understood our 
home and our street, it was now time to move on to the 
whole block, perhaps the whole city. Of course, that’s a lot 
like having to map a town while being forced to sit on your 
front porch with a pair of nice binoculars. 

It’s a wonder, when you think of it that way, that we have 
the hubris to think we really know our way around the uni- 
verse at all. After all, if you see something green at the far- 
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thest edge of your visibility, that doesn’t mean it’s a plant. It 
could be a billboard, for all you know. Scientists must main- 
tain a constant awareness of the limitations of their tools. On 
the other hand, you can do a fair amount of observation 


while sitting on your porch. 


36 


The Birth of the Big Bang 


It’s hard to pinpoint the exact moment when the seeds of 
the big bang idea took root. The history of cosmology is 
filled with stories of scientists working alone, rediscovering 
facts someone else had already determined ten years earlier 
but hadn’t received much notice for. As various scientists 
picked and teased at parts of the puzzle, each came to im- 
portant conclusions, but, working in a vacuum, each found it 
hard to put all the pieces together. 

Certainly modern cosmology would never have gotten 
off the ground without the pioneering work of astronomers 
throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries who 
devised new techniques for analyzing the heavens. (Stuck on 
their front porches, analyzing their neighborhoods, the sci- 
entists of the past three centuries devised ingenious ways of 
observing their world. Galileo’s first telescope, for example, 
was only about as good as a modern-day pair of binoculars. 
That past astronomers did as much as they did with the tools 
they had is awe-inspiring.) There was William Herschel and 
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his son John, who traveled the globe and mapped the sky 
more comprehensively than had ever been done before, cat- 
aloging all those fuzzy blotches on the sky—many of which 
would turn out to be other galaxies. There was Joseph Fraun- 
hofer, who ran starlight through prisms and other lenses to 
separate out the various wavelengths of light—and was thus 
able to determine what types of atoms were burning at the 
heart of each body. (This process showed conclusively that 
the moon and other planets did not generate their own light 
but merely reflected sunlight—the spectra from each of 
the planets matched the sun’s exactly.) There was Christian 
Johann Doppler, who in 1842 discovered that light, sound, 
or anything that moves in a wave changes frequency as it 
travels toward or away from the observer—a finding that 
would eventually be used as a technique to measure the ve- 
locities of stars as they speed away from our solar system. By 
the turn of the twentieth century, more scientists began to 
tackle larger questions, such as how our universe formed or 
whether it had always existed, but such scientists were few 
and far between. 

All of these helped lay the groundwork. But modern-day 
cosmology really got its start in 1905 with a young man sitting 
at a cluttered desk in a Swiss patent office: Albert Einstein. 


THE THEORY OF RELATIVITY 


Albert Einstein landed at that patent office in Bern after a 
desperate attempt to find a job—his fiancée, Mileva Maric, 
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was pregnant and he needed money. Einstein had met Mi- 
leva when they were in university together in Zurich. They 
were two of five students who enrolled the same year to be- 
come math and physics high school teachers. Contrary to 
the popular notion that Einstein was a lousy student, he ac- 
tually did fairly well at school—though Mileva’s grades were 
better, a trend that continued until they took their final ex- 
aminations, which he passed and she didn’t. 

At school they fell in love and decided to marry, much to 
the torment of both their parents. But theirs had all the in- 
tensity of a college romance: they were convinced of their 
destiny together and shared a love for science. In Einstein’s 
letters to Mileva in 1901, a time when they were living with 
their parents, he talks as much of “our theory” and his hopes 
to have “our papers published” as he does of the impending 
child. Mileva gave birth to a baby girl named Lieserl while in 
Serbia at her parents’ home. As far as anyone knows, Lieserl 
never met her father and was never heard from again. In 
fact, Leiserl’s existence was only discovered in 1987, when 
the above-mentioned letters were found. Speculations range 
from that she died as a baby to that she had a genetic disor- 
der and was given up to foster care, but no one knows 
for sure. 

Regardless, Lieserl had a hand in landing Albert Einstein 
in Bern, where in 1903 he finally married Mileva, a relation- 
ship that, despite all the intense love letters of those univer- 
sity years, would disintegrate completely by 1914. The patent 
office seems to have offered Einstein the perfect milieu to 
work on his own ideas. It was here that he developed the first 
version of his great theory: the Special Theory of Relativity. 
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At its heart lies an experience we’ve all had. Imagine dri- 
ving along in a car at a steady clip, when the driver jams on 
the brakes. You naturally fall forward, and if you know any- 
thing about Newton’s law of inertia (“A body at rest tends to 
stay at rest; a body in motion tends to stay in motion”) you 
rationalize it by realizing that you keep moving forward 
simply because you’ve been moving forward. The car may 
have stopped immediately, but that doesn’t mean you will— 
it takes you a moment to come to rest. This analysis assumes 
that motion is defined in terms of some specific thing that 
is at rest: the road, a tree on the side of the road, the earth 
itself. If you move in relation to the road, then you’re 
moving. If you stand still along with the road, then you’re at 
rest. 

Not so, said Einstein. If you sat in that car with a blind- 
fold on, you wouldn’t know you were moving with respect to 
the road. You’d feel as if you were sitting still. Then, when 
the car suddenly stopped, you’d feel as if some force was 
pulling you forward. And here’s the clincher: there actually 
is. Or at least that is just as valid an interpretation of what’s 
going on as anything else. All the rules of physics must work 
whether you think of yourself as moving or as being at rest 
with a moving road speeding along underneath. Physicists 
say there is “no preferred reference frame.” You can’t say 
that the reference frame of thinking you’re at rest when you 
stand on the side of the road is any more valid than the ref- 
erence frame of thinking you’ re at rest when you’re sitting in 
the car. 

That’s a simple starting point, but the repercussions are 
huge. As Einstein built on his theory, built it up into what is 
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now called the General Theory of Relativity—presented to 
the scientific community in 1917—he realized there is no 
“absolute space” or “absolute time.” There simply is no van- 
tage point whereby you can get a good, objective look at any- 
thing and say for sure: “gravity pulled the ball toward the 


” 


earth” as opposed to “gravity pulled the earth toward the 
ball.” And since the laws of physics must hold true in all 
cases, Einstein went about changing the very nature of what 
“gravity” meant. Gravity wasn’t just some neat force pulling 
you toward the earth, as if you were tethered by a string. 
No; gravity actually was a curve in space—massive objects 
such as planets curved space the same way someone stand- 
ing on a trampoline warps the surface of the tramp. Anyone 
else who gets up on the trampoline will slip toward the de- 
pression the other person has made. A planet does the same 
thing: it creates a warp in space, and anything nearby slides 
toward it. 

The theory of relativity was accepted fairly quickly, con- 
sidering how ingrained Newtonian mechanics had been for 
centuries. It helped that most scientists already knew that 
Newton’s gravitation laws had just a few problems. Minute 
details were off, such as the predictions of how the orbit of 
Mercury changed over time. (The fact that the change being 
discussed was less than one degree every eight millennia 
shows how vastly telescopes had improved since Galileo’s.) 
Since a number of people had already tried their hand at 
modifying Newton, and since Einstein’s math made so much 
intuitive sense—not to mention that it almost exactly 
matched that ever so slight oddity of Mercury—relativity was 
embraced fairly quickly. 
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A great experiment on May 29, 1919, measured the way 
starlight bent as it traveled through the “warped space” 
around the sun during an eclipse, since it was only during an 
eclipse that one might be able to see starlight in the daytime. 
The light was deflected exactly as Einstein predicted. This was 
the first experiment to support the theory of relativity, and it 
often gets credit for being the ultimate proof that convinced 
the scientific community. Certainly it was the moment of 
truth. The Times of London printed a headline: “Revolution 
in Science, New Theory of the Universe, Newtonian Ideas 
Overthrown, Momentous Pronouncement, Space Warped.” 

But the fact is that much of the scientific community had 
already gotten used to the idea and had previously embraced 
relativity. (And considering the expense of getting the equip- 
ment to the cocoa plantation in Africa where the team of 
English scientists did the experiment, you have to figure that 
they were fairly confident of the result.*) Einstein himself 
was asked what he would have done had the results of the 
eclipse contradicted relativity. He responded that had such a 
thing occurred the mistake would have been God’s, not his: 
“The theory,” he said, “is correct.” 

It is scientific sacrilege to suggest that one might em- 
brace a physics theory using the same methods one uses to 
embrace religious faith . . . and yet the theory of relativity is 
an example of science that was accepted as much because it 
resonated within the brains and hearts of the people hearing 
it as because of the experimental proof. 


*Of course, such confidence is not necessarily an experimental scientist’s best 
friend—one would like to go into such an important experiment without assump- 
tions about what’s going to be found. There’s some indication that the results did 
not unequivocally support relativity and yet were seen as confirmation. 
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Accepting the new theory of gravity easily is one thing, 
however; agreeing on what implications this held for the evo- 
lution of the universe is quite another. That would take an- 
other forty years. 


THEORIES OF THE UNIVERSE 


Einstein dutifully set about applying his new rules of gravity 
to the entire cosmos. By the 1920s he had a fair idea of the 
basics. He knew that Newton’s universe, with its stars and 
planets kept perfectly balanced in place by gravity, required 
a center. Our galaxy, according to Newton, was an island in 
an infinite amount of space. The main complaint about this 
universe was that as light sped off into the void, it could 
never return. Thus the universe must be constantly losing 
energy, constantly diminishing. But Einstein created a uni- 
verse that had no center, was finite, and was stable. A uni- 
verse where no energy would be lost. 

Remember, Einstein said that mass actually warped the 
space around it. All the stars and planets form a curved 
space, a space that keeps turning in on itself. This means that 
the universe might be closed around on itself: walk in one di- 
rection long enough and you’re going to come back to 
where you started, just as when you travel around the globe. 
This means that the universe is finite but still doesn’t have an 
“end”—you may travel forever in one direction and never 
come to a boundary. Of course, relativity predicts this curvy 
space, but not the exact shape. The shape of space, the kind 
of curves, the size, all of these depend on what’s actually in 
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the universe—mass, after all, defines how it’s going to curve. 
No one knows exactly how the universe twists around on it- 
self. Attempts to determine its shape continue to this day. 

Specified shape or not, this unbounded, finite universe 
made sense to Einstein. He accepted and embraced it. But 
elsewhere he discovered a dramatic problem: The equations 
described a universe that was expanding. 

Not once in history had a philosopher, a scientist, or a re- 
ligion supposed that the universe was anything but static. 
Sure, the jury was out on whether it began at some point in 
time or had always been, but those who favored a “begin- 
ning” still assumed that the universe had been created ex- 
actly as it now stood. An expanding universe was so bizarre, 
so absurd, that Einstein denied the possibility outright. 

When he presented his theories about the universe, he 
announced that there was still a kink or two to be worked 
out, and he threw in a fudge factor, something called a cos- 
mological constant, that would hold the universe’s expansion 
at bay. Some mysterious force, thought Einstein, must repel 
the force of expansion, keeping it contained and in a steady 
state of stability. 

This would, Einstein said later, be his “biggest blunder.” 
A believer in math over the vagaries of the mind when it 
comes to finding truth, Einstein nevertheless let his precon- 
ceived assumptions affect his interpretation.* 

As it was, there were several scientists trying to create a 
workable, stable model of the universe from Einstein’s equa- 


*As discussed in later chapters, the cosmological constant, or a variation thereof, 
has worked its way back into current equations, so it turns out that Einstein may 
have been mistaken that he was mistaken. 
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tions. Willem de Sitter, a Dutch astronomer, tried a slight 
variation: a universe with absolutely nothing in it. While this 
was a bit off the mark, since we’re fairly convinced that the 
universe does have matter in it, his model of the universe had 
some interesting features that would make their way into the 
big bang model. De Sitter’s universe did expand over time, 
but at a constant rate. Since the movement was always the 
same, the basic state of the universe itself had always been 
the same—it did not have a beginning or even a “child- 
hood.” This universe could still be considered “stationary,” 
since it did not fundamentally change over time. The move- 
ment nevertheless led to a prediction that light streaming to 
earth from the stars would appear slightly red, something 
that was actually seen through telescopes. It also suggested 
that since there was an upper limit to the speed at which any- 
thing in the universe moves (the speed of light), there were 
parts of the universe we could never see and could not inter- 
act with in any way. There was a “horizon” to the universe, 
much the same as the horizon on earth, past which we can’t 
see despite knowing that the globe keeps going. Both red- 
dened starlight and an event horizon would make their way 
into modern cosmology. 

In Russia, a meteorologist named Aleksander Friedmann 
was also producing new models of the universe. He had 
taught himself relativity for the sheer joy of it, rushing to un- 
derstand the new laws the moment he first heard of them. 
Wrapped up in what he saw as the beauty and simplicity of 
the math, Friedmann refused to alter the equations as Ein- 
stein had done simply to stop expansion. Friedmann didn’t 


mimic Einstein’s cosmological constant and didn’t mimic de 
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Sitter’s trick of taking out all the matter. Instead Friedmann 
produced a model of the universe that expanded over time 
at different rates. This universe began as a baby universelet 
at some specific point in the past and then evolved into the 
universe we see today. 

When Friedmann published a description of his model 
in 1922, Einstein wrote a single paragraph to the journal in 
response, saying Friedmann’s math was wrong—but within a 
few months Einstein had to retract it. Friedmann’s math was 
impeccable, and it was Einstein who had made the mistake. 
While Einstein published a statement saying he’d been 
wrong, he still didn’t like the concept. He clung to his cos- 
mological constant. Friedmann was destined to die young, 
three years later, at thirty-seven, and so never lived to see his 
theories accepted. 

While Friedmann’s models were the first to truly predict a 
beginning to time, it was a Belgian priest who first received at- 
tention for his big bang model. Georges Lemaitre was a 
deeply religious man who studied engineering, physics, and 
math before he entered the priesthood. For him, the logical 
consequence of Einstein’s theories—that the universe had a 
beginning, and grew over time—jibed with his religious be- 
liefs. He had no drive to mathematically jury-rig his way out 
of the problem. He had never heard of Friedmann, but he 
came up with a similar solution. Exploring the consequences 
of an expanding universe, he followed the model backward 
through history. He arrived at a single point in space and 
time when everything, every atom, every photon, every bit of 
energy, was coalesced into a single spot. All of matter, 
claimed Lemaitre, was once squashed down into a “primeval 
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atom.” From this amazingly dense first particle sprang our 
entire universe. 

When Lemaitre presented his primeval atom concept 
publicly, Einstein was forced to agree that the math seemed to 
work, but he claimed that Lemaitre’s physics were neverthe- 
less “abominable.” Again, the mistake was Einstein’s; some 
ten years later, when Einstein had finally come around to the 
expansion idea, he said that a Lemaitre lecture on the subject 
was one of the best he’d ever heard. 

All of these scientists sat with their pencils in hand, scratch- 
ing out math on bits of paper. They were what we’d call theo- 
rists today, though the word wasn’t much in vogue then. They 
took what was already known about the universe and tried to 
make their equations fit. They left it to others to peer into the 
sky and collect observations to confirm or deny the math. 

More than that, these theorists themselves didn’t always 
think of the physical reality that corresponded to their math. 
The concept of a beginning of the universe may have in- 
trigued them, but it also seemed fairly abstract. To truly nail 
down, say, an age of the universe, seemed rather fanciful. 
(Lemaitre was probably the only one who really believed that 
his description of a primeval atom was a true description of a 
physical history.) 

So there weren’t too many people rushing to their tele- 
scopes to tackle this expansion problem. No one thought to 
jump into the fray and actually look. Once again, certain as- 
sumptions in history were so strong—in this case that the 
universe was static—that it took someone of unique person- 
ality, someone with the confidence to buck tradition, to over- 
turn the paradigm. That person was Edwin Hubble. 
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THE FIRST EVIDENCE 


Edwin Powell Hubble, born in 1889, was of a distinctly Amer- 
ican bent. He went to college at the University of Chicago, 
studying astronomy and math. He was athletic, confident, 
and charismatic—everyone was charmed by him. American 
science was just coming into its own, and this overconfident, 
gregarious personality would become something of a stereo- 
type of the great U.S. scientists over the next few decades. 
Hubble attended school when it was just becoming accept- 
able for scientists to study in the United States instead of at 
the traditional German or English universities. As it was, 
Hubble did get in a year at Oxford in 1912 when he was a 
Rhodes scholar. His adviser wrote in his report that while 
Hubble would get an A, “I didn’t care very much for his man- 
ner.” Hubble’s charisma must have seemed overbearing to 
the more reserved British professor. 

It was in 1919, after a stint as a teacher and after serving 
in the military during World War I, that Hubble finally 
landed at the observatory where he would make his name. 
Mount Wilson, an observatory in California, hired him at 
$1,500 a year, and Hubble began to work, studying the spiral 
nebulae he’d written about in his dissertation. 

These nebulae looked like fuzzy clouds through a mi- 
croscope, and no one was quite sure what they were. The 
confusion partially stemmed from the fact that of the hun- 
dreds of nebulae that had been mapped, many were not, in 
fact, the same thing. Some were simply clouds of gas, some 
were bunches of stars, and some were galaxies. Scientists 
who chose to believe that our galaxy wasn’t alone could 
point to a nebula that was a galaxy and say, “Look, that 
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clump of stars—it must be another island universe like our 
own.” Others could point to a nebula that was a fuzzy cloud 
of gas and say, “Don’t be ridiculous. There aren’t any stars 
there, and if there are a few, they are still in our own galaxy.” 
The problem came from assuming that all nebulae were the 
same. In the end, no one could prove whether we were a 
galaxy unto ourselves or whether there were other galaxies 
out there. 

It was Hubble who first looked at a nebula and showed 
that the group of stars was far, far outside of our own. In 1923 
he swung the Mount Wilson telescope up to look at a nebula 
in Andromeda. Not only did he spot stars, he also spotted a 
very special kind of star known as a Cepheid. Cepheids were, 
and still are, key to astronomers because they are the only 
kind of star to which we know how to measure the distance. 
Think about it: If you had to measure how many miles it is to 
our nearest star (other than our sun), Alpha Centauri, how 
would you manage it? There is a way to do it. As we move 
around the sun, our distances to Alpha Centauri and, say, 
Betelgeuse actually change. By comparing the way the stars 
appear to move in the heavens (and we’re talking about 
changes impossible to see with the naked eye), we can use 
geometry to determine how far away we are from each. But 
these stars are close to us; go much farther and that move- 
ment isn’t detectable. We can’t use this method to measure 
stars that are very far away. 

But Cepheids are different. Cepheids get brighter and 
darker over time, and in 1908, Henrietta Leavitt discovered 
that the speed with which they vary is directly related to how 
bright they are. Not how bright they appear to us, because, 
of course, things seem dimmer as they get farther away, but 
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how bright they actually are. Once you know how bright a 
star is, and compare it to how bright we perceive it to be here 
on earth, you can figure out how far away it is. For example: 
imagine you see a flickering light off in the distance. If some- 
one tells you it’s a bonfire, you know it must be very far away. 
On the other hand, if it’s a dim firefly, you know it’s fairly 
close. And if you measured the brightness exactly, you’d be 
able to come up with some pretty exact measurements of just 
how far away it is. Using these methods, a scientist can tell 
you how distant any Cepheid is. 

Hubble’s Cepheid in that Andromeda cluster was very far 
away indeed—so distant that it clearly had to be outside our 
galaxy. The spiral nebulae were definitely other galaxies, 
claimed Hubble, and he kept studying them. (Much like rel- 
ativity, the existence of other galaxies was accepted fairly 
readily. The idea that there might be other galaxies had 
been around for some time, after all, and everyone already 
agreed that Cepheids were an acceptable yardstick.) 

Hubble began to study the “redshifts” of distant stars— 
that’s the way their light appears redder than it actually is, 
since the galaxies are moving away from us. It’s all part of the 
Doppler effect, the same thing that makes an ambulance 
siren sound higher as it approaches you and lower as it 
moves away—the very sound wave seems contorted to our 
ears due to the movement. Light is also a wave, and it ap- 
pears changed to our eyes if it comes from a moving source. 
By studying the redshifts, Hubble measured just how fast all 
these galaxies were moving. 

One day in 1929 he was looking at these galaxies and he 
realized that the motions weren’t random. The farther away 
a galaxy was, the faster it moved. And he could predict the 
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pattern: twice as far, twice as fast; three times as far, three 
times as fast. The theory is now called Hubble’s Law, and it’s 
crucial because these data were the first experimental evi- 
dence that the universe was indeed expanding. 

If the universe was basically static, you wouldn’t expect 
any kind of pattern. Galaxies would zoom in different direc- 
tions, governed solely by the effects of gravity. Or let’s say 
everything was moving steadily in one direction—like three 
people driving along a road at a steady twenty-five miles an 
hour—then you wouldn’t expect to see redshifts at all, since 
nothing would be moving faster than anything else. But if all 
of space is expanding—the way a mound of bread dough 
rises in all directions—then it would match this pattern per- 
fectly: the farther away something is, the faster it appears to 
be moving. 

It was a fairly surprising result, but by the 1920s Hubble’s 
career was well under way and his reputation was rock solid. 
He had burst into the limelight when he’d proved the exis- 
tence of galaxies; and his science was known to be meticu- 
lous. Hubble had measured the speed and distance to so 
many galaxies that the evidence overwhelmingly supported 
an expanding universe. Confronted with such data, Einstein 
and the other holdouts finally agreed, showing that perhaps 
respecting the scientist involved is as crucial for believing 
new theories as anything else. 

History, of course, isn’t often as kind to a celebrity as con- 
temporary acclaim may have been, and Hubble certainly has 
some modern detractors. There are those who correctly 
point out that he wasn’t the first to suggest the relationship 
between distance and velocity, as well as those who claim he 
didn’t truly understand the revolutionary nature of what he 
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was proposing. Yet Hubble carried astronomy to reaches far 
outside our galaxy in a way no other astronomer had before 
him—and for that he deserves his fame. 

This was about as far as anyone was destined to get for the 
next three decades. All the pieces were there, but no confor- 
mity, no final solution. It was agreed: the universe was expand- 
ing, and it was expanding according to the theory of relativity. 

But that still left questions unanswered. Just because the 
universe was moving steadily outward didn’t prove that it had 
all begun at a single point, or that it wasn’t infinitely old. A 
river, after all, moves in one direction and yet is replenished. 
Did the universe perhaps maintain a steady state by constantly 
adding new material, the way rain constantly adds new water 
to ariver’s spring? This would be the debate that would domi- 
nate the next three decades of cosmology. 


A PHILOSOPHICAL DEBATE 


In the absence of hard evidence and observation, an inter- 
esting argument began to foment among physicists and 
philosophers at the time: Could cosmology as it stood even 
be considered a science? The discussion was loud and heated 
enough to take place in numerous public forums—includ- 
ing a series of opinion articles in 1932 in the Times of Lon- 
don between astronomers E. A. Milne and Sir James Jeans. 
The issue at hand was nothing short of whether theorists had 
any place in physics at all. 

Jeans insisted that since the math behind relativity theory 
said that space was curved, then space was curved. The in- 
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ductive reasoning worked, and so we must accept its conclu- 
sions as fact. Milne, on the other hand, said that science 
could be built only on what was observed. One could deduce 
principles logically from those experiments, certainly, but 
without some observable proof, he could never accept the 
curvature of space. In fact, Milne went so far as to say in a Na- 
ture article that since space was inherently unobservable, we 
should put an end to studying it altogether.' 

Others—most outspokenly, Herbert Dingle—would 
soon take this even farther. Milne did allow for some initial 
axioms, which he believed to be self-evident, while Dingle 
claimed that no such thing was allowed. To do so was to re- 
duce the very foundation of science to “invention.” The only 
principles allowed, according to Dingle, were those that had 
a solid foundation in observation. 

In essence the question was whether theory—the kind of 
theory we know today, the manipulation of math to create a 
system that makes sense—is an acceptable way to describe 
the universe. Or should anything so removed from the labo- 
ratory be kept in the realm of mathematics or philosophy? In 
the end a compromise was reached, as outlined by R. C. Tol- 
man, who claimed that cosmology had room for both kinds 
of reasoning and could be considered a science that made 
use of inductive reasoning as well as observation. 

In fact, as we shall see, cosmology has been largely driven 
by over-the-top, futuristic theories that are often ahead of the 
experiments needed to prove them. And philosophical argu- 
ments to accept theorists notwithstanding, this lack of obser- 
vation dogged the study of cosmology through most of the 
twentieth century. 
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Despite the acceptance of an expanding universe, the field 
of cosmology was fairly slow to get off the ground. It just 
smacked too much of voodoo. For most of history, cosmol- 
ogy has been intimately entwined with religion. Physics, as- 
tronomy, biology—these fields had made a break from reli- 
gion and philosophy in the 1600s. But questions about the 
very existence of the universe—how it worked, why it 
worked—were associated with theology, definitely not with 
science. 

Very few people thought the ideas proposed could be 
tested, much less proven. Serious scientists were supposed to 
stick to what they could observe. In the case of astronomers, 
you looked at the stars and studied the images—you didn’t 
presume to see into the past. In the 1920s there were only a 
few “truths” about the nature of the universe that were ac- 
cepted and considered scientific: stars and galaxies were 
moving away from us; and Einstein’s version of gravity had a 
great deal to do with why the universe was shaped as it was. 
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How to interpret that information was up for grabs. The 
facts didn’t automatically point to a big bang theory, though 
some scientists were swayed in that direction. By the end of 
the 1960s the big bang theory was largely accepted. Why did 
the theory manage to stick? What convinced everyone? 

The big bang theory really has only three major pieces of 
supporting evidence: the universe is expanding à la Hubble; 
the universe contains the right amount of helium and other 
atoms; and we’ve spotted what we believe to be the radiation 
left over from that initial explosion. 

At a time when creation theories were considered anath- 
ema to “real” science, it’s impressive that anyone thought to 
look for the second two bits of evidence. The names men- 
tioned in the previous chapter—Friedmann, de Sitter, 
Lemaitre—are some of the few who bothered to tackle the 
subject as a science per se. And none of them was exactly 
mainstream. The man who first came up with a scientific 
“test” for the big bang theory was even more of a maverick. 


GAMOW THE GREGARIOUS 


George Gamow was a talkative Russian who drove a motorcy- 
cle and who actually wrote books for a lay audience instead 
of just scientists. He was the loud scientist at conferences, 
holding court over drinks and doing impromptu magic 
tricks. You either loved him or you disparaged him—but ei- 
ther way, not too many people paid attention to his cosmol- 
ogy ideas. 
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Born in Odessa in 1904, Gamow studied physics at a time 
when the Marxist-Leninist philosophies of the Soviet Union 
were as involved with deciding what was “correct” science as 
they were with the experimental evidence. Gamow was 
taught, for example, that he could use Schrodinger’s math to 
analyze quantum mechanics—but not Heisenberg’s. The two 
kinds of math are absolutely equivalent (though the symbols 
and techniques used differ), and it’s absurd to make any dis- 
tinction between them. Religion was also getting short shrift 
in the USSR at the time, and even as a young boy, Gamow 
questioned Christian dogmas—he wrote in his autobiography 
that his first scientific experiment was to look at “transubstan- 
tiated” wine and bread under a microscope to see if it looked 
any different. As the political climate in the Soviet Union grew 
increasingly more restrictive, Gamow began to search for a 
way out, even trying to escape in a kayak across the Black Sea. 
Eventually Gamow and his wife left the country in 1933 when 
the USSR granted them visas to attend a physics conference in 
Brussels. They moved to the United States, where Gamow be- 
came a professor at George Washington University. 

Gamow’s uniqueness enabled him to emphasize the sci- 
entific nature of the big bang. Unlike many scientists, he re- 
fused to confine himself to just one discipline. He studied 
with Aleksander Friedmann in Russia, but he also studied 
particle physics with Ernest Rutherford—famed discoverer 
of the atomic nucleus—and quantum mechanics with Niels 
Bohr.* Gamow was one of the earliest nuclear scientists and 
was well respected for his understanding of the atom. 


*After his work with the big bang, Gamow would go on to study biology as well. 
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Knowing particle physics as well as he did, Gamow un- 
derstood that today’s physics must be intimately linked with 
the creation of the universe. If the universe really did start 
from one single dense object in space, then whatever atoms 
exist today had to have been created in that first explosion— 
or else evolved from something so created. And so Gamow 
knew how to theorize the physics behind the big bang. The 
physics in the past had to be just right to create the physics of 
today. 

Gamow wanted to understand why we have the precise 
amount of elements in the universe that we do. Astronomers 
knew that no matter which direction they pointed their tele- 
scopes, the universe seemed to be made of approximately 
the same stuff. Gamow suggested that the even distribution 
we see might have evolved from some basic, simpler stuff. 
His first version of the theory, published in a paper in 1942, 
suggested that perhaps the whole universe was once made of 
superdense, heavier-than-uranium elements that broke 
down into the myriad of lighter elements we see today. 

Gamow was wrong. As it happens, he was wrong on the 
specifics a lot, but thinking to associate the stuff we see 
around us today with the stuff formed in the initial cosmic cre- 
ation was so brilliant that it got him a lot closer to a workable 
theory than anyone had gotten before. It wasn’t until 1946— 
in a Physical Review paper that may well have been the founda- 
tion of modern cosmology—that Gamow realized that the 
process more likely went the other way: the big bang created 
billions of lighter particles that coalesced into heavier ones. 

Over the first half of the twentieth century, physicists had 
worked out a model of how atoms were made. Atoms are 
formed of smaller particles: protons, electrons, and neu- 
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trons. Different atoms have different properties—for exam- 
ple, hydrogen atoms form a light gas and gold atoms form a 
shiny metal—because they have different amounts of pro- 
tons and neutrons in their nucleus. The very definition of an 
element is in how many protons and neutrons it holds. 

Once bound up inside of an atom, protons and neutrons 
cling together by something called the strong force. The 
strong force holds them together incredibly tightly, but it 
only works at very short distances. It’s like a sprinter or a re- 
lief pitcher: all strength, no staying power. And, of course, 
since protons are positively charged, if they're moving along 
freely outside an atom, they naturally repel each other. So, 
for two or more protons to be bound into a nucleus, they 
must get close enough for the strong force to overcome the 
basic repulsion. A question physicists asked in the 1930s was, 
How do those protons ever get that close? 

They found the answer in the stars. The bulk of the work 
was done by a German-born American physicist, Hans Bethe, 
who would later win a Nobel Prize for his work. But Gamow 
and other scientists contributed to the discussion as well. 
The theory—which has been modified slightly over time but 
is still pretty much accepted to this day—was that deep in the 
heart of stars lies a scorching-hot furnace. The fuel keeping 
the flame alive is hydrogen. In the center of a star the heat is 
so intense and the pressure so massive that it forces the hy- 
drogen atoms together—forces them so close that the strong 
force can catch the neutrons and protons and bind them to- 
gether to form new, heavier elements. 

Gamow ran with this idea. Interested in why we have the 
exact abundance of atoms we do in this universe, he hoped 
the stars themselves would give him the answer. They didn’t. 
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The stars managed to create many elements but simply 
couldn’t be responsible for all the elements we see in the 
universe today. (At the time, scientists erroneously thought 
the stars didn’t make enough heavy elements. It was later dis- 
covered that the real problem was in creating light elements 
like helium and deuterium.) Gamow and Bethe both sus- 
pected that the bulk of those elements had to have been cre- 
ated even before the stars were. 

This furnace idea, thought Gamow, was a good one, but 
it couldn’t be confined to just the stars. Gamow’s 1946 paper 
suggested that perhaps at some point in the past the whole 
universe was just a thick fog of sizzling neutrons. A very 
dense and small baby universe, these neutrons would be 
close enough to join together via the strong force. Once 
bound, some of the neutrons would turn into protons 
through a process known as beta decay. And voila! The ele- 
ments were formed. This universe was expanding, of course, 
and expanding rapidly according to Einstein’s equations, 
but the origin of this neutron soup constituted a beginning, 
a creation for the universe. Gamow’s description was truly 
the parent of today’s big bang theory. 

Soon Gamow joined forces with a graduate student, 
Ralph Alpher, and with a colleague, Robert Herman. 
Alpher’s graduate thesis went farther than Gamow, studying 
how neutrons joined together and under what circum- 
stances; he managed to create an even more precise picture 
of the universe’s origin. 

In the beginning, according to Alpher, there were only 
neutrons—small neutral particles today found in the nuclei 
of atoms. Many of these neutrons decayed over time into 
protons and electrons (positively and negatively charged, re- 
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spectively), making a swirling, hot mix of particles Alpher 
named “ylem.” (He found the word in Webster’s. It was an 
obsolete word for the primordial goo from which all material 
formed.) At a certain point in the expansion, this boiling 
soup would cool down to the perfect temperature, about 
6,000° Fahrenheit, for element formation—still hot enough 
to overcome the electric repulsion, not so hot that the parti- 
cles moved too fast to connect. How or why the ylem was cre- 
ated from the initial explosion was unexplained. 

Gamow put Bethe’s name on the paper, too, even though 
Bethe had had nothing to do with it. Just because it sounded 
nice. He wanted to refer to the whole shebang as Alpher, 
Bethe, Gamow—or Alpha, Beta, Gamma, the first three let- 
ters of the Greek alphabet. Gamow didn’t ask Bethe ahead of 
time, but Bethe was one of his friends, and he figured Bethe 
would appreciate the joke. The paper has always been re- 
ferred to since as the Alpha, Beta, Gamma (or aßy) paper. 
Gamow was so amused by this that he tried to get Herman to 
change his name to “Delter” for the fourth letter in the 
greek alphabet. 

Alpher, Herman, and Gamow realized an important side 
effect of this cooling ylem. Initially the ylem would be so 
dense that no energy would be able to escape—photons zip- 
ping around would end up crashing into other particles and 
never escape the boiling mess. This energy, however, would 
be perfectly distributed, the way heat, over time, will become 
evenly distributed around a room. This is known as a state of 
thermal equilibrium, and since this primordial equilibrium 
had three hundred thousand years to equalize without ever 
letting a single drop of energy escape, it would have been 
one of the most perfectly even of all time. But as the ball of 
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ylem continued to grow, losing density and heat, the mix 
would drop in temperature and become cold enough for ra- 
diation to escape. For the first time in the universe’s history, 
light and energy would be able to travel free, streaming away 
from the initial cluster. 

This escaping radiation would have been traveling ever 
since, with nothing to hinder it. And since it was so evenly dis- 
tributed, the radiation would give off very specific spectrum 
lines. Like the barely perceptible static fuzz on a radio station, 
the background radiation would be underneath the light and 
energy moving around the universe. (Indeed, scientists today 
say that 1 percent of the static picked up on a home antenna is 
due to this radiation.) Gamow’s team went so far as to predict 
a variety of temperatures for this radiation. They were, as it 
turned out, a little unsure on this point, predicting over the 
years anywhere from five to fifty degrees above absolute zero. 
The correct value is a little less than three degrees. 

And then their research was forgotten. The idea of a cre- 
ation of the universe was remembered, and embraced by 
some, but the specifics of Gamow’s version and the possibil- 
ity of background radiation were overlooked. Some scien- 
tists knew about it—Gamow certainly promoted it regularly— 
but it never quite intrigued anyone else enough to really 
focus on it. 

One maverick does not necessarily make or break sci- 
ence. Even though Gamow offered a chance to find scientific 
“proof,” no one followed up. This was partly because the tech- 
nology of the day simply wasn’t up to the task—separating 
that background noise from the brightness of the stars 
and galaxies requires extremely sensitive instruments (think 


about trying to hear the softest of white noise hums under an 
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otherwise booming radio station). Many people assumed 
that technology would never be good enough to detect the 
background radiation—and Gamow’s group certainly didn’t 
make suggestions on how to do it. It’s also possible that the 
team’s predictions didn’t sound firm enough, given the vari- 
ous temperatures they predicted. Or perhaps the theory’s as- 
sociation with the gregarious and controversial Gamow was 
enough to keep it out of the spotlight. 

Regardless, Gamow’s suggestions were roundly ignored 
by the scientific community. The idea that the universe was 
expanding was fairly well accepted, but the thought of turn- 
ing this moment-of-creation idea into an experimental, ob- 
servable science simply didn’t take root. 

The big bang concept was not, however, ignored by reli- 
gion. Gamow sent a copy of his theories to Pope Pius XII in 
1951. The pope, who had recently endorsed the big bang 
theory, gave a speech that November saying that science had 
proven the existence of creation and a creator. This associa- 
tion with religion gave even more fuel to those who thought 
cosmology wasn’t a serious scientific pursuit. Linking the 
universe’s creation to Genesis gave the opponents fodder for 
dismissing the big bang as a retro theory as heinous as the 
medieval trend of harking back to Plato and Aristotle. 


CHALLENGING THE BIG BANG: 
STEADY STATE THEORY 


With no room for experimentation or observation, these 
kinds of religious, philosophical, or just plain “gut” choices 
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lay at the heart of whether one believed the big bang theory 
over any other. For many years, the decision of which cos- 
mology to endorse was a qualitative one, simply a discussion 
of what made most sense to you—and so was a highly indi- 
vidualized choice. This is why a team of British scientists 
staunchly rejected the whole big bang idea. They trusted 
Hubble’s data. They believed Einstein’s relativity. They sim- 
ply thought this fundamental first explosion was a ridiculous 
notion. The founders of the alternative theory, which came 
to be known as the steady state theory, were Fred Hoyle, Her- 
mann Bondi, and Thomas Gold. The three men first met do- 
ing radar research during World War II. Hoyle was already 
an established professor at Cambridge; Bondi and Gold were 
young Jews newly escaped from Austria. 

It was the early 1940s, and they formed a trio to discuss 
their foremost interest: astronomy. Gold was the quiet one; 
he listened and synthesized, often adding new directions or 
insights. Bondi had the sharpest math mind, and he was 
the one who scribbled out equations for the group. Hoyle 
was the dynamo whose mind skipped from idea to idea, of- 
ten landing on a theory simply through intuition (much to 
the chagrin of Bondi, who would often rectify Hoyle’s 
mathematical assumptions and misguided techniques, only 
to discover that his final results had nevertheless been cor- 
rect). 

After the war the three ended up at Cambridge together, 
where they continued their astronomy discussions and put 
together an alternative to Gamow’s creation theories. For 
one thing, the Hubble law said the universe was about two 
billion years old. A nice, long time, to be sure, but about half 
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as old as the earth. Scientists had already measured the age 
of certain rocks on our planet and found them to be closer 
to four billion years old. There was no way the earth could be 
older than the entire universe. 

This little time-scale problem, however, was at most just 
an embarrassment. Scientists who embraced an evolving uni- 
verse felt sure the problem would be corrected with better 
measurements, and even the British team knew there were 
ways around it. In the end their primary objections to the big 
bang theory were more subjective. 

For one, they simply disliked the idea of a single “origin” 
to time and space. A moment of creation just didn’t make 
sense to them. (Hoyle was particularly adamant about this: 
he claimed that believing in a creation of the universe was 
“primitive,” harking back to the days of creation myths.) Sec- 
ond, that origin—or singularity, as it’s called—seemed unde- 
scribable by standard physics. Einstein’s laws broke down 
completely at the extremes of temperature and density de- 
scribed by the big bang. Hoyle’s team wasn’t eager to accept 
something that failed to conform to what scientists agreed 
they knew about the world. Last and perhaps most important, 
the evolving-universe idea couldn’t be tested. With the ex- 
ception of the background radiation—an idea of Gamow’s 
that no one really remembered—the big bang theory wasn’t 
even a scientific theory, since it was speculation without 
means of proof. 

The “big bang idea” was the way in which Hoyle dis- 
paragingly referred to this type of creation theory, and that is 
how the modern theory got its name. He meant it mockingly, 
but “big bang” caught on, and eventually everyone referred 
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to Gamow’s ideas that way. (Hoyle belittled the big bang the- 
ory until he died in 2001. In the early 1990s, the magazine 
Sky and Telescope held a contest to rename the theory with 
something more appropriate. When no one could come up 
with a better name, Hoyle commented that it was just as well, 
since he still predicted that the whole concept would soon be 
overturned.) 

In the late 1940s, Hoyle, Bondi, and Gold devised a new, 
testable theory. The universe, they stated, had always been as 
it is now. (This concept is called the “perfect cosmological 
principle,” and it’s a natural extension of Copernicus’s in- 
sights nearly four centuries earlier: the earth is not in a spe- 
cial, central place in the solar system; the earth is also not in 
a special, central place in the universe; the earth isn’t even in 
a special place in time.) Yet they couldn’t deny that galaxies 
were moving away from each other. 

So how do you maintain stasis—unchanging density—in 
an expanding universe? To keep the universe from having 
been denser in the past, or less dense in the future, Hoyle lit 
on a brand-new idea. Matter, he said, was continually being 
created. Out in the voids of space, between galaxies, new 
matter was being born to replace the ever-migrating stars. 
Not one creation at one moment in time, then, but constant 
creation—constant regrowth to keep the universe in a steady 
state. 

The theory was testable because it made very specific 
predictions about the nature of the universe. Galaxies young 
and old would be equally scattered around the universe; as 
galaxies moved, they would decelerate at a specific rate; and 
the very shape of the universe was specified (while to this 
day, the big bang theory allows for a variety of shapes). 
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THE STEADY STATE VS. THE BIG BANG 


Of course, the thing about a testable theory is that since it 
can be tested, it can be disproved. Constantly updated, occa- 
sionally altered to accommodate new data, the steady state 
theory lasted almost thirty years before experiments finally 
proved it dead. (Which is not to say that all its proponents 
now agree with the big bang theory; some still seek alterna- 
tive explanations.) 

The first observation to affect the theories was a rework- 
ing of Hubble’s original data. Hubble had used the time- 
honored method of mapping blinking Cepheid stars to de- 
termine the distance to other galaxies. But in the early 1950s 
the techniques were deemed slightly off-kilter—the stars 
Hubble had analyzed weren’t the “right kind” of Cepheid. 
New results showed that the universe was far larger than pre- 
viously imagined. If the galaxies were farther away, then they 
must have been traveling for a longer period of time—the 
age of the universe could now be six billion to thirteen bil- 
lion years old. The teeny problem of the earth being older 
than the universe was completely cleared up. Of course, 
there were estimates that some stars were more than fifteen 
billion years old, so there was still a time-scale problem, but 
the change in the age of the universe let everyone believe 
that there could soon be other adjustments in either the age 
of the universe or the age of the stars. The time-scale issue 
occasionally shows up to this day—the highest estimates for 
the age of the stars do not match up with the lowest estimates 
for the age of the universe—but most people attribute this to 
observational uncertainties instead of a fundamental prob- 
lem with the big bang theory itself. 
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A variety of other challenges to the steady state theory 
soon arose. Two American astronomers, Joel Stebbins and Al- 
bert Whitford, showed that galaxies that were farther away 
were also younger. Since light from such faraway galaxies has 
taken so long to reach us, then the pictures we take are snap- 
shots of what they looked like in the past. If all those galaxies 
were young in the past, then one assumes that our universe as 
a whole was younger then. It was growing up, evolving over 
time. In a steady state universe that had been around forever, 
there should be nothing special about looking back in time— 
you would expect to see young and old galaxies alike. Another 
blow to steady state theories came from California, where 
Allan Sandage was making observations that suggested the 
movement of the galaxies, the rate at which they slowed down 
over time, wasn’t compatible with the steady state equations. 
This was good data, often quoted by supporters of the big 
bang—but enough contradictory information followed from 
subsequent experiments that the steady state theorists could, 
and did, dismiss it as controversial. 

On the flip side, scientists studying star formation discov- 
ered that stars could make far more of the heavier elements 
than Gamow or Bethe realized. One of the main reasons why 
big bang proponents required that initial explosion was for 
the incredibly hot furnace that would create all the elements 
we currently see in the universe. But if the stars were crank- 
ing out those heavy elements, then the big bang wasn’t nec- 
essary. Much like attacks on solid state theory, though, this 
was a setback but not a deathblow. 

None of this controversy was specifically about the big 
bang theory as we envision it today. Current theories include 
a moment when the entire universe popped into being and 


68 


THE SEARGH FOR PROOF 


expanded to create the modern universe. But the argument 
in the 1950s was between a steady state universe and an evoly- 
ing one—evolving from some primordial state different 
from the current one. How we got to that initial “primordial 
state”—whether it was created out of nothing or created 
from a constantly oscillating universe growing, collapsing, 
and growing again, or something else entirely—could be 
shunted to the back of one’s mind. Ifa point of creation or a 
mind-bogglingly dense atom containing the entire universe 
made you squeamish, then you could dismiss the details of 
how that ylem came to be as an unscientific problem never 
to be understood. And this gave the evolutionary universe 
theory an edge. While the steady state theory required con- 
stant creation, the creation of something from nothing, an 
evolutionary universe allowed one to ignore the whole messy 
question of how matter could ever arise from a vacuum.' 

Today, of course, it’s the exact opposite. One of the gut re- 
actions one has to the big bang idea is “Well, what on earth ex- 
isted before? How could something have come from nothing?” 
That unanswered question rubs many people the wrong way. 
In fact, that kind of philosophical issue was part of the steady 
state theorists’ frustration. And yet the whole situation turned 
around on them. By using the word “creation” to describe the 
process of matter formation out between galaxies—a word 
they chose for scientific purposes, since it already was used to 
describe certain processes of particle interactions—they 
brought the issue to the forefront of everyone’s mind.” Those 
who supported the evolutionary theories, on the other hand, 
could ignore the whole problem. 

Again, as scientists picked a theory to support, these were 
the kind of intuitive decisions that came into play as much as 
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anything concrete like “evidence.” While most mainstream 
astronomers disliked the steady state theory, the actual ex- 
periments done in the 1950s gave one only enough informa- 
tion to confirm or deny the theory one wanted to believe. No 
evidence was definitive. There were people such as Allan 
Sandage, who said he thought of the steady state theory as 
basically dead from the moment it was conceived; and there 
were people such as Hoyle, who until he died didn’t believe 
we have enough proof to accept the big bang. 

This doesn’t mean that observations didn’t matter at all. 
Hoyle certainly knew that a theory was irrelevant if it didn’t 
fit the data—observations lie at the heart of good science. In 
fact, this may have contributed to the downfall of his theo- 
ries. While Gold and Bondi stuck close to the beauty and 
simplicity of the original steady state version, Hoyle contin- 
ued to modify the theory to accommodate new facts. While 
in some ways this is exactly the way science is supposed to 
work—make a theory, test it, devise a new one if it fails—the 
continual adjustments made the theory look shoddy. The 
theory ended up scarred and constantly being patched up, 
like a leaky roof, in order to work. While no experiments had 
yet derailed it, the steady state theory was beginning to get 
banged up—and the evidence for an evolutionary theory 


would soon grow. 


NEw DATA 


One of the fascinating issues with any scientific cosmology 
model is that it predicts a “shape” for the universe. This is 
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nothing so simple as wondering if the universe is a pyramid or 
a cube; this is a question about the very way space is formed. It’s 
a four-dimensional issue and therefore not one most of us can 
really get our brains around, but you can get a basic idea by 
thinking about the problem in three dimensions. As you walk 
around on the earth, there’s really no reason to think you’re 
walking on something round. It appears flat. Knowing as we 
do that our eyes can play tricks on us, making the world seem 
flat when we’re really walking around on a sphere, you can 
imagine that if somehow we were walking on the inside of a 
gently sloping bowl, instead of the outside, that might appear 
to be flat, too. If the curve is gentle enough, the tricks to figur- 
ing out what kind of shape youre walking on are not going to 
depend on what you can see. One option would be to walk as 
far as you can in one direction and see where you end up. If 
you come back to where you started, you know you’re on a 
convex surface. Of course, not ending up where you started 
doesn’t tell you much of anything—the earth might be flat, it 
might be a gigantic bowl, or maybe you just haven’t walked far 
enough yet. 

None of the ancients used the walk-around technique to 
figure out that the earth was a globe. It’s only recently that 
airplanes or even ships circumnavigated the world. Ancient 
observers used different techniques, like the way the masts of 
a ship were the first to appear on a horizon, or the way the 
earth casts a round shadow on the moon, to measure the 
shape of their world. 

But with the universe itself, we have yet to figure out what 
would happen if a spaceship set off in one direction for bil- 
lions of light-years. Would it go straight? Curve ever farther 
away, as if in a bowl or a saddle? Curve and eventually come 
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back to the beginning? Einstein’s laws of relativity could give 
a very specific answer—since it’s gravity that causes space to 
twist and bend in this way—but those laws depend on how 
much matter exists in the universe and how it’s spaced out, 
information we can make good estimates of but can’t guar- 
antee. And so scientists come up with tricks to try to measure 
the exact curvature of the universe. 

The steady state theory predicts an absolutely flat uni- 
verse, while the big bang theory anticipates a universe that 
might be flat or curved (though most modern-day cosmolo- 
gists believe it’s most likely flat—more on that in chapter 4). 
Looking out over a flat universe, certain things should be 
evenly distributed. (If they were lining the inside of a big 
bowl, for example, the distributions would be distorted.) 
Add that the steady state theory insisted that new stars and 
galaxies were constantly being created throughout space, 
and there’s all the more reason to think that the universe 
should be pretty much the same whichever way you look, no 
matter how far away you look. 

One of the things scientists could observe was the aver- 
age energy at any given moment being pumped out of stars 
across a given space (technically known as the “flux den- 
sity”). If we live in an even, flat universe, as steady-state the- 
ory predicted, then a very specific number of stars should 
have a very specific range of flux densities. Measuring this 
outpouring of energy became easier with the invention of ra- 
dio astronomy. 

Light rays are, of course, made up of numerous wave- 
lengths of light—the different wavelengths correspond to 
different colors. But there are many more wavelengths than 
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just the bits our eyes can see, and anything that radiates gives 
off far more invisible wavelengths than visible ones. Measur- 
ing the invisible radiation, such as radio waves, streaming 
from stars turns out to be as informative as measuring the ba- 
sic light we can see with our eyes. 

In 1955 Martin Ryle, another British scientist at Cam- 
bridge University, used radio telescopes to map more than 
nineteen hundred radio sources outside the Milky Way. The 
flux densities didn’t correspond to a perfectly homogenous 
universe at all. There was a flare of excitement—if correct, 
the evidence would rule out the steady state theory once and 
for all. Score one for evolutionary cosmology. 

But the victory wasn’t to last long. Other scientists failed 
to confirm the results, making this just one more piece of in- 
formation that added fuel to the fire but proved nothing. 

Until 1961. With updated tools and more rigorous work, 
Ryle and his colleagues came up with new data. This time the 
work was solid and hard to criticize, and other scientists soon 
repeated the experiments. The range of flux densities just 
couldn’t be coming from a flat, even universe. If you be- 
lieved Ryle’s data—and they were hard to deny—then the 
basic steady state theory couldn’t be correct. 

More crucial data soon came in, in the form of quasars. 
Quasar stands for quasi-stellar object, and when quasars were 
first discovered in 1963, they were a complete mystery—the 
size of a star, they burned as brightly as a galaxy. It was com- 
pletely unclear what these gigantic, brilliant bodies were 
made of or how they could produce so much light, but it did 
seem likely that they were young objects—perhaps associated 
with newly forming galaxies. Their redshifts were so high 
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that they appeared to be traveling very fast and to be very far 
away. Lots of young galaxies far away jibed with the big bang 
theory—not the steady state theory, which would have had 
evenly distributed galaxies, young and old, everywhere. 

This was all strong evidence against the steady state the- 
ory, but nothing that necessarily proved the evolutionary 
theories. 

Ironically, one of the main supports for the big bang the- 
ory would be work done by Fred Hoyle himself. Hoyle, along 
with Willy Fowler and Geoffrey and Margaret Burbridge, 
compared the amount of helium in the universe today with 
the amount that could be created in either of the two cos- 
mology theories. The problem with the stars and just how 
many particles they could produce had reared its head 
again. It had already been established that the big bang 
wasn’t needed to create all the heavy elements—the stars 
could take care of that just fine on their own. But all the he- 
lium, and other light elements such as deuterium and 
lithium, just couldn’t be made by the stars. There is so much 
helium in the universe, and the stars pump out such rela- 
tively tiny amounts of new elements from their hydrogen- 
burning cores, that helium has to come from a furnace 
larger and hotter than your average star. (There are not, on 
the other hand, such huge amounts of deuterium, but stars 
destroy deuterium as fast as they make it. The fact that deu- 
terium exists at all means it has to come from somewhere 
else.) The four astronomers wrote a book-length article now 
known as the B°FH paper, after the last names of its authors, 
claiming that these light elements must have been made in 
some fiery source other than stars. 
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Hoyle, of course, pushed for an interpretation wherein 
large objects, perhaps black holes, played a larger role in 
atom production than was thought in a nevertheless steady 
universe. But most astrophysicists chose to believe a simpler 
solution: Helium and deuterium were cooked up at an ear- 
lier time, in a fantastically hot baby universe—a legacy of the 
big bang. 

Final count, then, in the early 1960s: The evidence was 
building up against the steady state theory, and two pieces 
of evidence—the receding galaxies and the amount of 
helium—could fit into either theory but made a bit more 
sense in the big bang. And on the nonscientific side but not 
to be discounted, the evolutionary universe had captured 
the imagination of most scientists in a way that the steady 
state theory simply failed to do. 

One last piece of evidence was all that was needed to end 
the debate once and for all. 


THE FINAL BLOW 


It’s easy to make a big to-do about the fight between the 
steady state theorists and the big bang theorists—as if the 
only thing standing in the way of accepting the big bang the- 
ory was its steady state rival. Indeed, at times it was a fairly 
heated controversy, but if one looks closely, the noise was be- 
ing made by only a few scientists: a handful of physicists in 
the United Kingdom for steady state, a slightly larger group 
of physicists, both European and American, for the big bang. 
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Most scientists continued to view the whole subject as too 
nebulous to get into. 

Two such scientists were Arno Penzias and Robert Wil- 
son. Wilson kind of liked the steady state theory, if pressed to 
pick a contender; Penzias didn’t think much of cosmology 
either way. Yet, by an accident of fate, the two were destined 
to win the Nobel Prize for discovering the best “proof” avail- 
able for the big bang theory. They were the first to hear that 
distant hum of the background radiation predicted decades 
earlier by George Gamow. 

Penzias and Wilson weren’t looking for the radiation at 
all. They were using an abandoned antenna at Bell Labs that 
was originally used for satellite communication. Penzias was 
the more talkative of the two. Born in Nazi Germany, he had 
come to the United States as a child. Wilson had grown up on 
the West Coast and tended to be more reserved. For both, the 
Bell Labs job was their first professional opportunity after 
graduate school—and they were the only two radio as- 
tronomers at Bell. The company had a long history of invest- 
ing in basic research, and when their antenna—a giant 
twenty-foot-long cone lying on its side that was set up to re- 
ceive satellite signals—became outdated, the labs thought to 
use it for radio astronomy. The antenna was well suited for the 
task, since its number-one job in its previous life had been to 
listen for signals at a very specific wavelength in the midst of 
all the radiation streaming in from the sky. 

Bell Labs hired Penzias and Wilson as radio astronomers 
and gave them free rein to modify the antenna as necessary. 
The pair worked together well, and quickly upgraded the an- 
tenna to perform their first tests. 
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In June 1964, the two Bell scientists pointed their an- 
tenna at the sky to measure any radiation coming in at a 
7.35-centimeter wavelength. This was merely a preview, a test 
to see if the antenna was calibrated. This wavelength just 
happened to be what the telescope had been set up for pre- 
viously, and it seemed as good a wavelength to test out as 
any, since the Milky Way emits nothing in this spectrum. The 
scientists expected to hear nothing. If they got absolute si- 
lence, they would know there was no extra noise and they 
had calibrated their antenna perfectly. 

So it was quite a shock when the antenna picked up a 
clear signal at 3.5 degrees above absolute zero (that’s about 
—270°C). This wasn’t what was supposed to happen at all. 
First, Penzias and Wilson went over all their adjustments on 
the antenna. They couldn’t find a problem. Then they 
started pointing the telescope in different directions. Could 
the radiation be coming from some local, man-made source? 
But no, pointing the contraption at various nearby cities 
didn’t affect the constant 3.5-degree reading at all. In fact, 
now that they thought about it, the reading remained steady 
no matter where they pointed the antenna. This radiation 
didn’t seem to be coming from any specific star or from the 
galaxy. It was evenly distributed. And that made them all the 
more convinced it couldn’t be coming from the heavens; it 
must be some problem of the antenna itself. 

So they searched for alternate explanations—for ten 
months. Their best and biggest hope came in the form of the 
antipigeon campaign. Nesting inside the cone were a pair of 
pigeons, and Penzias and Wilson did everything they could 
to get rid of them and all the residue they left behind. (A pa- 
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per the pair wrote euphemistically referred to the bird drop- 
pings as a “white dielectric material.”) After completely rid- 
ding themselves of the pigeon problem—a job that involved 
removing the birds, only to have them find their way back— 
and cleaning the antenna from top to bottom, the two men 
discovered that absolutely nothing had changed. The noise 
remained. They were stumped. 

Finally, Penzias mentioned to a colleague, Bernie Burke, 
the problems they were having with their giant antenna. 
Burke gave Penzias the key to the puzzle. He’d just heard 
from a friend of his, Ken Turner, who’d gone to a lecture by 
Jim Peebles. Peebles had reported that at Princeton—a mere 
thirty miles away from Penzias and Wilson—astronomer Bob 
Dicke and his graduate students Dave Wilkinson and Peter 
Roll were building an antenna to search for the background 
radiation of the universe, radiation that they predicted 
should be right around the temperature Penzias and Wilson 
had spotted. 

A quick call to Princeton, and Penzias confirmed what 
he’d been told. Without knowing about Gamow’s work, 
Dicke had rediscovered the idea that the universe had 
started in an initial fireball. As it happens, Dicke hadn’t been 
searching to confirm the big bang theory per se. Much like 
the steady state theorists, he didn’t like the idea of a single 
beginning to all time. Instead, he theorized that the universe 
had existed for all eternity but was constantly expanding and 
collapsing again. Dicke had to deal with the same element is- 
sue that the big bang and steady state theorists did, but his 
problem was slightly different. While those theories wrestled 
with how to create the exact abundance of elements we see 
today, Dicke’s eternal universe would have too many heavy 


78 


THE SEARGH FOR PROOF 


elements—since previous universes would leave residual 
matter. As the universe expanded—something that Dicke be- 
lieved it had done over and over and over—there must have 
been a fireball to destroy some of the heavy elements left 
over from the last go-round. And to prove his fireball, Dicke 
set out to search for vestiges of that initial radiation. Unlike 
when Gamow predicted it, however, the tools now existed to 
find it. Dicke, Wilkinson, and Roll were just about to start 
their experiments on an antenna they had built from scratch 
when they were scooped by the Bell Labs team. Both teams 
wrote papers for Astrophysical Journal Letters—Penzias and 
Wilson describing their results, and the Princeton group of- 
fering the interpretation that this was the result of a great, 
primordial fireball. 

Reactions were mixed. Many people laughed. Here was 
one sole data point in a quasi-scientific field; for those used 
to concrete experiments in the lab, it wasn’t exactly over- 
whelming “proof.” On one side, finally vindicated, was 
George Gamow. But he wasn’t particularly happy. Nowhere 
did anyone mention his work with Alpher and Herman. No- 
body bothered to report that they had predicted this radia- 
tion decades earlier. It could be, and has been, argued that 
Dicke and his colleagues should have done more research in 
their own field to study the predictions of the scientists be- 
fore them. However, the fact that they didn’t do this research 
makes sense given the nature of the field at the time. Cos- 
mology was not an established science yet. Many people in 
the field saw themselves as basically working alone, on en- 
tirely new material. There was little collaboration, no com- 
paring of ideas among universities, and no cosmology jour- 
nals to research. 
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That would soon change. Within a year of the Bell team’s 
work, Roll and Wilkinson had confirmed the results. Experi- 
ments have always been what defines science. If you’re not 
out there observing and testing your hypothesis, then that 
hypothesis fits squarely in the realm of philosophy or, per- 
haps, religion. So finding a way to truly test the big bang the- 
ory lent the field its first legitimacy. In 1978 Penzias and Wil- 
son received the Nobel Prize for their work, an impressive 
award for a result they’d never set out to find. Wilson said 
that he didn’t realize what an important discovery they'd 
made until he read about it in the New York Times. 

The work is generally heralded as the first real proof to 
support the big bang (and to this day, the existence of the 
cosmic microwave background is one of the most important 
pieces of evidence). It was now generally agreed that the uni- 
verse evolved over time, starting from some initial form of ra- 
diation and particles. The big bang theory had finally en- 
tered the world of “real” science. 
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While scientists do all the molding of a theory, scientific 
ideas always filter down—almost as “fashion”—to the rest of 
the populace. In turn-of-the-twentieth-century France, for 
example, just after X rays were discovered, the chic parties 
all boasted X-ray machines to take pictures of the guests’ 
hands. A few years later, with the discovery of radioactivity, 
uranium became the must-have ingredient for everything 
from hair tonic to Day-Glo paint. (This particular fashion 
not surprisingly lost its panache when it began to result in 
untimely deaths.) 

Science clearly inflames society’s imagination. What’s less 
obvious is that these kinds of reactions can add support for 
any given theory. But one need only look at the insistence of 
even Galileo and Copernicus, who held that planets moved in 
perfect circles simply because that was what they’d always 
been taught, to understand how intrinsic the popular view- 
point can be. By rooting a theory in nonscientific language 
for the layperson, absorbing it into the literature of the time, 
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and inviting religious and philosophical inquiry, the popular 
reaction to a scientific endeavor can do much to cement it 
into “fact.” Getting a scientific theory seeded into the public 
consciousness can in its own way contribute to a theory taking 
hold as much as anything else. And the big bang theory, of 
course, describing nothing less than the creation of the uni- 
verse, has captured the imagination even more than most. 


RELIGIOUS REACTIONS 


The simplest religious reaction is the fundamentalist, ab- 
solute reaction. Those who believe dogmatically, literally, in 
their religion’s version of how the universe came to be will al- 
ways trust in their faith more than in the scientific method. 
Many very vocal groups take serious issue with the science be- 
hind the big bang. In the fundamentalist Christian case, for 
example, the big bang contradicts the Genesis story and in- 
sists on a universal time frame millions of times longer than 
the under-six-thousand-year time span implied by the Bible. 
These contradictions with the Christian doctrine will never 
be accepted. 

When discussing religion and science, much press is de- 
voted to this kind of stark incompatibility—as if they were ex- 
treme opposites, as if the only possibility for someone who is 
religious is to unquestioningly deny experimental observa- 
tion, and the only possibility for scientists is to starkly accept 
only what they can see with their eyes, denying the near-reli- 
gious beauty, near-mystical quality the universe can hold. In 
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fact, the field of cosmology has been populated with the de- 
voutly religious: Lemaitre was a Belgian monk, Kepler stud- 
ied for the clergy, and Galileo cared deeply for the Catholic 
Church, to name a few. For such people there has never 
been a contradiction between their doctrine and their sci- 
ence. It is far too easy to assume that religion and science are 
always at odds with each other. 

Science and religion more often either comfortably ig- 
nore each other or complement each other in subtle ways. 
The initial widespread acceptance of the big bang theory is a 
fine example. Humans had been conditioned by religion for 
millennia to believe in a moment of creation for the uni- 
verse. A scientific version of what they'd always thought was 
true anyway certainly appealed to the masses. In fact, the ini- 
tial response from some religious leaders was overwhelm- 
ingly positive: In 1951 the pope gave a speech saying that sci- 
ence had finally “proven” creation and the presence of a 
creator. (Interestingly enough, the intellectuals of the 
Catholic Church are usually given much less credit than they 
deserve for embracing new scientific ideas. Galileo’s trial is 
often heralded as the supreme example of their closed- 
mindedness against science, but the trial was more political, 
more about the threat to the church’s absolute power when 
it was already sustaining attacks from Lutherans, than about 
defending traditional Christian doctrine.) While calmer 
pontifical heads soon downplayed the pope’s outspoken 
viewpoint, pointing out that the church didn’t need confir- 
mation from scientists, nor vice versa, the almost instinctive 
desire to link the big bang with Genesis was an obvious step 


for many. 
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On the flip side, many supporters of the steady state 
theory—most outspokenly Fred Hoyle—specifically liked 
the fact that the theory didn’t jibe with the classic, biblical 
version of events. While its lack of justification for Genesis 
was never held up as the most important thing about steady 
state, it was an attractive side point. But in a Western culture 
that is fairly comfortable with a creation story, the atheistic 
association of steady state wasn’t necessarily going to endear 
it to the population at large—another subtle reason why 
many didn’t embrace the theory on a gut level. (Not every- 
one saw steady state theory as devoid of the divine, however; 
astronomer Bernard Lovell, for example, a devout Christian, 
believed that the continuous creation of matter required by 
the theory was as good a sign of God’s activity as any.') 

Making associations between cosmology and religion is 
not just a habit of the religious. Many who trust the scientific 
method whole heartedly nevertheless have an awe for the 
beauty of the cosmos and its origins, which borders on the 
unexplainable or the mystical. The very complexity of the 
universe suggests to them that a divine hand—even if not a 
Judaeo-Christian God sitting with a mighty scepter on a 
throne—must have been behind the greatness. 

This kind of “beauty must be divine” concept is an in- 
stinctual one for many people, but some scholars have 
delved into it on a rational, philosophical level. Our current 
model of the universe doesn’t allow for the geocentric belief 
that a god created a world with us at the very center, but the 
religious concept of “for my sake was the world created” 
doesn’t need to be scrapped. This type of universe, this type 
of solar system, this type of planet, are the only ones in which 
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we could live—and that means we are very special indeed. 
One could argue that the universe was created with intelli- 
gent life in mind. 

This is known as the “argument from fine tuning,” and it 
essentially goes like this: The incredible precision needed in 
the first moments of the universe to create intelligent life is 
awe-inspiring. If the expansion rate of the early universe had 
been different by even one part in a million, galaxies would 
never have formed. If the force of gravity had been off by 
that amount, stars wouldn’t survive long enough to create 
hospitable planets.” If the strength of the nuclear weak force 
were different, all hydrogen in the universe would have been 
burned into helium, and there would be no water. If the nu- 
clear strong force had been off by as much as 1 percent, 
nowhere near enough carbon for life would have formed.” 
Addressing this kind of accuracy, British astronomer royal 
Martin Rees recently wrote a book titled Just Six Numbers, 
naming the six numbers that were crucial for life to have 
formed. They are the “strong force,” which binds all protons 
and neutrons together in atoms; N, the number of times 
greater that force is than gravity; Q, the shape of the uni- 
verse; A, the cosmological constant; Q, the size of early fluc- 
tuations in density that seeded galaxy formation; and D, the 
number of dimensions we experience. Something at the 
time of the big bang made these numbers just the correct 
value for humans to be born. Since the values of the num- 
bers don’t seem to depend on each other in any way, it’s all 
the more incredible that they turned out just perfectly. If, for 
example, the size of one determined the size of all the oth- 
ers, then their precision wouldn’t be so awe-inspiring. 
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Scientists do attempt to explain how a random quantum 
energy fluctuation could have lucked out and created this 
precision, but the fact is that no proven solutions have been 
found. In the absence of such answers, there can really be 
only one conclusion, say supporters of the argument from 
fine tuning: some creator must have made it that way. Some 
creator initiated, or helped adjust, a big bang that would 
lead to the existence of intelligent life. 

In this way, the fact that there was a big bang at all, a big 
bang so precisely tuned to grow humans, is used to prove 
that there must be a God. (Interestingly, Rees himself 
doesn’t see his numbers as proof of God. In fact, the random 
values of so many of the numbers—A being just a bit above 
zero, for example—suggests that they must have been made 
by chance or as a consequence of unknown physics. A god 
would have made the numbers a good deal simpler.) 

And, more importantly for us in this discussion about 
why the big bang was accepted, this natural jibing with the 
religious beliefs in our culture offers the populace more gut- 
level reasons to subscribe to the big bang theory. In a world 
where many people believe in the divine, the wonder in- 
spired by the big bang makes it easy to accept. 


PUBLICATIONS 


Another place where religion meets cosmology is in the 
realm of popular literature. A whole slew of books with titles 
such as The Tao of Physics and Genesis and the Big Bang attempt 
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to assimilate scripture (Buddhist scripture in the first exam- 
ple, Jewish in the second—but there are many other similar 
books, discussing other religions) into big bang cosmology. 
The manner and styles differ dramatically among the books 
and the various scriptures involved, but the basic purpose is 
the same: to seek echoes of the religious origins of the uni- 
verse in the scientific versions. Dwelling on light and energy, 
many of the writings from Eastern philosophies sound al- 
most as if they were precursors to modern theories. Dis- 
cussing the Western tradition, Genesis and the Big Bang argues 
that both versions of creation describe the same events— 
they simply use vastly different languages. 

From the scientific perspective, saying that any religion 
predicted big bang cosmology, or had somehow “known all 
along” how the universe was created, is fairly far-fetched. At 
most, the consistency comes from our human addiction to 
certain metaphors—religions and the sciences both have re- 
lied on light, energy, and creation out of nothing to describe 
their beliefs. But when it comes to accepting a new scientific 
theory, that consistency is important. At its core, science is a 
set of mathematical equations combined with an enormous 
amount of observation. For most brains, this isn’t enough to 
create a fully formed picture of how the universe works. Sci- 
entists must interpret the data, must use words—inherently 
much less precise than math—to describe what they see. 
They must create a verbal theory to explain their experi- 
ments. Naturally, the metaphors used to visualize a new the- 
ory will be drawn from the culture at hand; surrounded by 
such familiar metaphors, one can see why the culture would 
readily accept it. 
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Again, religion, too often seen as the antithesis of sci- 
ence, comes through in a subtle way to support the big bang. 


PHILOSOPHICAL REACTIONS 


Many of the deliberations about whether the big bang as- 
sumes a creator are done by philosophers as much as by the- 
ologians, but philosophy tackles other areas as well. Just 
about anything that can’t be tackled from an experimental 
standpoint is labeled “metaphysics,” and therefore all the 
“big questions,” such as why we are here at all, get shunted 
off into the realm of philosophy. (This is not to say that 
physicists don’t tackle the subjects, only that they do so in an 
extrascientific manner.) 

The main “why we are here” argument is known as the 
anthropic principle. The idea was first outlined by Brandon 
Carter in 1974. At its most basic, the principle is very benign: 
The universe must be a universe that can support intelligent 
life, otherwise we (i.e., intelligent life) couldn’t possibly be 
here to wonder about it. This seems fairly obvious and per- 
haps even trivial, like saying of course the room I’m sitting in 
is big enough for a human to sit in, or else I wouldn’t be sit- 
ting in it. But the principle has caused a fair amount of 
controversy. 

For one thing, many people find it an unsatisfying an- 
swer. With the universe so finely tuned for human life, it 
seems highly unlikely that the effects of the big bang, with 
their precise values for the four forces, could have happened 
completely randomly. It’s been said that the existence of a 
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human-compatible universe happening purely by chance is 
as likely as a tornado tearing through a junkyard and creat- 
ing a Boeing 747. To sweep such a coincidence under the 
rug, to dismiss it with a philosophical shrug of “Well, it just 
has to be that way,” goes against the grain of most curious hu- 
mans. Philosopher John Leslie put it this way: A man in front 
of a firing squad of one hundred riflemen is going to be 
pretty surprised if every bullet misses him. Sure, he could say 
to himself, “Of course they all missed; that makes perfect 
sense, otherwise I wouldn’t be here to wonder why they all 
missed.” But anyone in his or her right mind is going to want 
to know how such an unlikely event occurred.“ And so the 
anthropic principle tends to fail as a reasonable explanation 
for why we are here. 

Another version of the anthropic principle causes even 
more problems. The “strong” version of the principle goes 
so far as to say that the universe is endowed with a certain 
goal of creating intelligent life. No universe could exist with- 
out something in it to observe it, and so consequently the 
universe quite simply was required to be one with observers 
in it. One simply can’t exist without the other. This idea is 
fairly hard to swallow: Why shouldn’t a universe exist without 
intelligent life? But certainly as physicists delve further and 
further into quantum mechanics, it seems clear that much 
that occurs on the level of particle physics is strangely tied up 
with what an observer witnesses. Perhaps the idea that a uni- 
verse requires a watcher isn’t so strange after all. 

Scientists often dismiss the anthropic principle com- 
pletely. They want, after all, a scientific explanation for why 
the universe exists just as it is. They seek reasons why the four 
forces of nature were required to have the exact values they 
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do. Or, alternatively, reasons for why our universe isn’t as spe- 
cial as we think, one common explanation being that our 
universe is merely one of many, most without intelligent life. 
In a multiverse of so many universes, it becomes much more 


likely that one turned out to evolve as ours did. 


ON THE DIFFERENCES AMONG SCIENCE, 
RELIGION, AND PHILOSOPHY 


For most of history, the search to understand our origins has 
been adamantly nonscientific. While the field has now be- 
come part of physics, it is, and probably always will be, en- 
twined with religion and philosophy. It’s crucial to realize 
that the kinds of arguments used in all three areas are going 
to be vastly different. Science’s explanations are meant to be 
an accurate representation of some outside reality. Religion 
and philosophy are much more abstract, using logic to de- 
scribe the universe and allowing for a fair amount of individ- 
ual interpretation. 

But those differences do not mean that the three fields 
don’t, or shouldn’t, communicate with each other at all. Re- 
ligion and philosophy are naturally equipped to tackle ques- 
tions that science can’t solve, and on a subtle level, personal 
philosophies and religions will inherently affect the popular 
reaction to any new cosmological theory. 
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How Good a Theory Is It? 


Scientific Reactions 


Most scientists today believe emphatically that the big bang 
happened. Not that it’s merely pretty math, or that there’s a 
good chance, or that it’s the best theory we’ve come up with 
so far. . . but that some ten billion to twenty billion years 
ago, our entire universe was really and truly compressed to 
tiny dimensions, which then swelled up, creating all of space 
and time. 

It’s hard to remember, given how accepted the big bang 
theory has become, that the first real proof was discovered 
a mere forty years ago. But the groundwork had been laid 
for decades—the ideas had been batted around and people 
were familiar with them. They didn’t need much convinc- 
ing once the necessary observations came in. Once the cos- 
mic background radiation had been found by the Bell team 
and confirmed by the Princeton team, the astrophysics 
community went almost overnight from pooh-poohing cos- 
mology as fantastical to embracing it as a bona fide, legiti- 
mate field. 
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Now that it was legitimate, the time had come to ham- 
mer out the details. And it’s in the details where we soundly 
leave the world of nice, reproducible science. Scientists can’t 
make repeated universes to see how they’ll come out the 
next time around. They can’t watch a star form and see how 
it turns out. They can’t leave the solar system to look up 
close at anything other than the earth and some of the 
nearby planets. Experimental information has been hard to 
come by. 

It was said in the 1960s that there were two facts about 
the universe: It was expanding, and the sky was dark at night 
(which basically means the observable universe must be 
finite—an infinite universe with infinite stars would be im- 
mensely bright around the clock). Some added an extra 
“half” fact: An initial explosion, the big bang, truly had oc- 
curred. Whether you were in the two or the two and a half 
camp, there wasn’t a lot to go on. One could make up thou- 
sands of theories to accommodate these facts, and the stan- 
dard big bang picture was merely one. 

Almost no facts, but many, many questions. What trig- 
gered the big bang? What materials were created in that ex- 
plosion? How did large structures such as stars and galaxies 
form? The only way to tackle these was to jump into the ter- 
ritory of theory and math. Many of the “add-ons” that have 
been tacked onto the big bang theory and that together 
make up modern cosmology are embraced because the the- 
ories complement each other and in certain ways corre- 
spond to what we see when we point a telescope to the sky. 
But truly testing them is almost impossible with contempo- 
rary tools. 
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This paints a fairly bleak picture. But there are ways 
to formulate a reasonable theory. The modern universe— 
obviously—exists in a very specific configuration. We have 
specific kinds of stars and specific kinds of galaxies; we have 
abundant hydrogen and we have intelligent life; and these 
current manifestations were precisely determined by the 
minutest of effects in the early universe. 

Take, for example, the whole shape-of-space concept. 
While scientists have yet to determine whether the universe 
curves like a sphere or like a bowl or is perfectly flat (for 
more discussions on the shape of space see chapter 3), they 
do know it’s at least fairly close to flat. A flat universe is one 
in which a number known as Q (omega) equals 1. (A variety 
of factors can contribute to the size of Q, but in the simplest 
models Q is 1 when the density of the universe equals the 
“critical” density of the universe—the exact density at which 
the universe would expand forever, constantly slowing down 
but never coming to a complete halt.) If Q is less than 1, our 
universe is “open’—shaped more like a saddle. If Q is 
greater than 1, our universe is “closed”—shaped more like a 
sphere, wrapped around on itself. Using a variety of tech- 
niques, astronomers say that the modern-day value of Q 
could be from 0.1 to 2. That’s not precise enough to deter- 
mine the exact shape of space, but it 7s precise enough to de- 
termine what Q was a second after the big bang. 

Since the universe has expanded so dramatically since 
that first second, any tiny anomalies at that point would have 
substantially increased over billions of years, like bank inter- 
est in a longterm investment. Going backward in time, if the 
universe is at Q = 0.1 today, it was a lot closer to 1 in the past. 
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In fact, it would have to have been 0.99999999999999. On 
the flip side, if Q = 2 today, it was also a lot closer to 1 in the 
past—specifically, it would have been 1.00000000000001.' 
The difference between those numbers is so small that were 
we not dealing with such precise calculations, anyone in his 
or her right mind would simply round them both off to 1. 
But that precision allows scientists to do some very real cal- 
culations about what the shape and composition of the en- 
tire universe was fifteen billion years ago, a second after all of 
space was created. 

Observing the world today, scientists believe, allows one 
to “know” what the universe was like at the beginning of 
time, and so a very valid constraint is put on all theories 
about the big bang: they have to create a universe that looks 
like the one we live in today. Earlier scientists had done the 
first bits of work along this line—Gamow’s first big bang 
model was specifically created to account for all the elements 
we see today—but with modern data, the amount of infor- 
mation about our current world has dramatically increased. 
The theories about the initial universe, the amount of mate- 
rial in it, the strength of the forces—all of these must be pre- 
cisely calibrated to evolve into the amount and types of stars 
and galaxies we see today, the exact amount of the elements, 
a planet capable of sustaining life, a universe that is tantaliz- 
ingly close to perfectly flat. 

A lot of information to include, to be sure. Luckily, the 
timing was just right: supercomputers were coming into 
their own. These fastest and largest of computers could take 
an initial singularity, with very specific attributes appropriate 
for any particular version of the big bang, and then let this 
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cyberuniverse evolve over time. If it doesn’t come out look- 
ing like reality, then it’s back to the drawing board. 

This was the toolbox used to tackle the first questions 
raised by the big bang. 


THE HORIZON PROBLEM 


The universe is smooth. Hypersmooth. Sure, there are stars 
and galaxies, but if you could step back to some hypotheti- 
cal vantage point and take a good look at all of space, you’d 
barely notice that there were these bumps of matter. It 
would be like looking down on the vast Pacific Ocean from 
an airplane—even though you know that ripples and waves 
exist, it would appear glassily even. The universe is that 
smooth. 

So the first task of any scientist tweaking the big bang was 
to come up with an initial singularity that would create the 
smooth universe we see today. That’s easy enough: the initial 
universe simply had to be extra smooth, too, since the tiniest 
anomalies would have been amplified over time into great, 
big distortions, creating a universe that today would look 
more like an ocean with tsunamis everywhere. The back- 
ground radiation found in the early 1960s confirms this, 
showing a perfectly heated, even-temperature spectrum no 
matter which way you looked.* But this poses a problem. 


*Technically, the temperature radiation is slightly different in one direction than in 
the other, but this is attributed to the fact that our galaxy is moving with respect to 
that radiation and not to the radiation itself. 
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The radiation is coming from two different directions, from 
areas of the universe so far away that they have no reason to 
be similar. In the standard big bang model there’s no way, 
even in the first moments of the universe, that they were 
close enough together for a long enough time to reach the 
exact same temperature. 

Think of it on a smaller scale. You pour two measuring 
cups of hot chocolate into a mug—that whole mug is going 
to stay the same temperature. All the hot chocolate mole- 
cules are in contact with each other, so they exchange heat 
back and forth, keeping the heat across the whole mug the 
same. But now pour a cup’s worth apiece into two different 
mugs and move them across the room from each other. In- 
formation about the temperature will not flow from one 
mug to the other. If one mug is in a drafty part of the house 
and another is next to a radiator, you expect them to end up 
at different temperatures. In fact, if they remained at the ex- 
act same temperature, you'd be surprised. In the same way, 
measuring the temperature of the universe in two different 
directions and coming up with identical measurements 
shows that something unique is going on. 

The explanation is fairly straightforward: the universe 
was once much, much smaller and there was time for every- 
thing to reach the same temperature, just as the entire pot of 
hot chocolate on the stove reached the same temperature 
before being poured out. Separated across billions of light- 
years, different parts of the universe nevertheless evolved in 
similar situations and retained similar heat spectra. 

All of this makes a certain sense. At one second after the 
big bang, the universe was incredibly smooth and evenly 
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heated. Consequently, our universe today is incredibly 
smooth and evenly heated. But how did it get that way from 
the beginning? In the basic big bang model, the universe was 
indeed minuscule in those first moments, but it stayed that 
way for only the barest fraction of a second. The universe, 
small even though it was, didn’t have enough time to reach a 
uniform temperature. So somehow it must have been smooth 
from the get-go, instead of having a chance to grow smooth 
with time. 

The question is why. This is known as the horizon problem 
(since information from the horizons in two different direc- 
tions are identical). What events would lead to such a situa- 
tion? Scientists can envision an unlimited number of begin- 
nings to the world—plenty that would provide a fairly complex 
state. Why would the laws of physics favor a smooth one? 

Asking “Why?” is, of course, when scientists get into 
sketchy territory. At a certain point the only answer to 
“Why?” is “Just because”—the point at which you can only 
find answers that make sense to you based on faith or opin- 
ion. Initially the question “Why so smooth?” smacked of that 
kind of problem. It could have been chance, it could have 
been a creator, it could have been anything. 

A young postdoctoral physics student named Alan Guth 
had just this attitude toward the first microseconds of the 
universe’s existence. These unsolvable problems, with their 
heavy dose of suppositions and philosophical musings, sim- 
ply didn’t satisfy him intellectually. He wanted science that 
could be tested, that made sense (although his focus at the 
time on magnetic monopoles—hypothetical particles that 
have never been observed—may seem more obscure than 
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the big bang to many). But well-respected scientists around 
him were beginning to turn toward cosmology, and soon 
Guth would be caught up in the excitement. 

One of his friends, Henry Tye, was fascinated by Grand 
Unified Theories. These are theories that hypothesized that 
in the intense heats and densities of the first moments of the 
universe, all the forces were essentially the same. As the uni- 
verse expanded and cooled, the forces separated into the 
very distinct ones we experience today, such as gravity and 
electromagnetism. Grand Unified Theories or GUTs were 
yet another piece to add to one’s big bang model. If you were 
a theorist who worked in the field, this might have com- 
forted you with more facts to be examined; if you were Alan 
Guth, you thought you’d just added more thoroughly un- 
solvable questions to an already absurd puzzle. 

But Henry Tye pushed him. A GUT combined with the 
big bang should predict the amount of magnetic monopoles 
in the universe. Since Guth understood monopoles—and 
knew that none had been observed so there must, in fact, be 
very few and be very hard to detect—Tye wanted him to do the 
calculations. At first Guth resisted, but as the ideas percolated 
in his brain, he slowly began to get intrigued. In addition, the 
climate of the physics community was changing. Suddenly 
scientists—respected scientists—were jumping into the cosmol- 
ogy game. It was no longer a field solely for the fringe ele- 
ment, but was becoming mainstream. And Guth thought he 
might be able to contribute. 

Guth began doing the math to explain what might have 
happened during the first instants after the creation of the 
universe. He focused on an initial state of energy known as 
the Higgs Field, which, as it cooled and expanded, would es- 
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sentially “freeze” into particles of all kinds, in much the way 
that liquid water can freeze into chunks of ice. Early versions 
of the equations had the field freezing into as many 
monopoles as there are protons and neutrons—an unlikely 
possibility in a universe where everything we see today is 
made of protons and neutrons and there’s not a monopole 
to be found. So Guth kept molding the math. 

He realized that in certain circumstances, the Higgs 
Field would create what’s known as a false vacuum. It’s false 
because, although empty of particles, it’s swarming with en- 
ergy. But what’s most interesting about this false vacuum is 
that even though it’s dense with energy, there are no forces 
of attraction holding it together as exist in a mass-filled 
space. In fact, there is the opposite: a false vacuum’s gravita- 
tional force is negative. Everything in it is repulsive instead 
of attractive. And this false vacuum expands dramatically, 
doubling in size at the rate of 10°** times a second. (That’s a 
1 followed by 34 zeros, a number so phenomenally large that 
if you piled up that many pieces of paper it would be 1,000 
times as long as the observable universe. So 1/10"* of a sec- 
ond is mind-bogglingly small.)* There’s extraordinary power 
in doubling a number over and over. An example many peo- 
ple have heard tells of a king who wanted to reward the in- 
ventor of the game of chess. The inventor smiled humbly, 
saying he didn’t want much, just a grain of rice on the first 
square, two grains on the second square, four on the third, 
eight on the fourth, and so on up to the sixty-fourth square 
on the board. The king readily agreed, and so was somewhat 


*Assuming 100 pieces of paper to 1 millimeter, 100,000,000 pieces to a kilometer, 
9.5 trillion kilometers to a light-year, and 10 billion light-years to the observable 
universe. 
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startled when by the forty-sixth square or so he required a 
pile of rice as big as his castle. The sixty-fourth square, it 
turns out, would have required a pile of rice with some 9 
quintillion grains, an amount that would cover the island of 
Manhattan.” 

Doubling over and over that quickly let the universe bal- 
loon out to sizes we can’t possibly conceive of. In some infla- 
tionary models, the universe could have expanded from 
1/10% of a meter to larger than our visible universe in 1/10°° 
of a second. Our little observable patch of the universe—all 
the light that took some tens of billions of years to get to us— 
would be but a tiny fraction of the whole thing. Guth and his 
colleague Paul Steinhardt at Princeton have suggested that if 
the inflation approach is correct, the universe could be 107° 
(that’s 10,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000) times bigger 
than what we can actually see. 

These very large and very small numbers aside, Guth re- 
alized that inflation, as he began to call it, explained away 
several nagging problems in the big bang theory—namely, 
why the universe is so smooth (the horizon problem) and 
why it’s flat. The glory of inflation is that no matter how it 
starts, how dense, how clumpy, the expansion process swells 
it up into a state that would have to be smooth. Imagine 
blowing up a balloon, a special balloon shaped like a heart 
or an animal. As you blow air in, it will go from a very 
specific deformed shape into a much smoother, rounder 
shape. But then keep blowing, filling it with air well 
beyond its capacity. If the walls of the balloon are strong 
enough, the balloon will keep swelling, losing its expected 
shape and becoming almost spherical. All the lumps are 
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smoothed out. Dramatic growth, in this case, leads to ho- 
mogeneity. 

Moreover, the sudden expansion naturally leads to a flat 
universe. Think of the balloon again, pumped full of more 
and more air, huge amounts of air, until eventually it be- 
comes so large that when you look at its side, you cease to 
even see the outside curves. It appears practically flat. Infla- 
tion took all of space and made it even. 

Last but not least, taking a tiny space and swelling it up so 
dramatically created a universe in which there would be very 
few magnetic monopoles—perhaps about one per universe. 
A single monopole may exist out there; we just haven’t stum- 
bled across it yet. 

Guth hammered out the math of this false vacuum and 
its dramatic inflation one night in December 1979, staying 
up until 1:00 A.M. The implications sank in overnight. He 
knew he was on to something big. The next day he drew a big 
box in his notebook and wrote in it “Spectacular Realization: 
This. . . can explain why the universe today is so incredibly 
flat.” 

Like any theory, the first version wasn’t exactly perfect. In 
Guth’s first inflation theory, different regions of the false vac- 
uum stopped expanding fairly randomly. Each pocket of vac- 
uum would finally grow cold enough to transform from en- 
ergy into matter, freezing into haphazard chunks. Remnants 
of this would still be visible today, as various parts of space 
should be noticeably different as you cross from one such re- 
gion to another. The fact that we don’t currently see these 
varying bubbles of space was a problem. In 1984 Andrei Linde 
and Paul Steinhardt adjusted the equations and suggested 
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that our entire universe might exist inside a single one of 
these bubbles. We don’t see these boundaries where the false 
vacuum froze because the bubbles are so gigantic—much 
larger than the bit of universe we can see with our telescopes. 
This version of inflationary theory is one of the main ones in- 
vestigated today. 

Andrei Linde is also known for adding another twist to 
inflation: a bit of theory called chaotic inflation. This relies 
on the idea that inflation seems to beget more inflation. As 
one bubble universe expands, it can spawn new inflationary 
bubbles, which eventually slow down and develop into an all- 
new, separate universe. In this scenario our universe was 
spawned from a previous one and could now be giving birth 
to new ones constantly; and while each individual universe 
has a big bang type of beginning, the entire “multiverse” may 
have had no beginning in time. 

Regardless of the problems that needed ironing out in 
1979, the inflation theory captured the imagination of scien- 
tists fairly quickly. It just answered so many questions, while 
being based on fairly accepted science of the time. 


THE FLATNESS PROBLEM 


The inflationary universe offers a good explanation for why 
the universe is flat, but it doesn’t tackle all sides of the issue. 
First, one needs to understand why the universe is presumed 
to be flat—after all, we’ve repeatedly said that scientists have 
yet to determine the exact shape of the universe. All anyone 
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knows is that it’s somewhere close to flat. Maybe exactly flat; 
maybe a little off. We just don’t have the tools yet to measure 
it exactly.* 

To assume a present-day universe that is close to flat 
means one of several things. Perhaps the universe has always 
been exactly flat, balanced on this knife edge, the perfect 
density at which it will never recollapse. Or perhaps it was 
either greatly denser or lighter in the past. Such a universe 
would transform over time, changing in density fairy 
rapidly. It would at some point pass through a phase where 
the universe was fairly flat—and that would be the time 
we’re in now. We would just happen to be around to mea- 
sure the universe at the perfect time to perceive the flatness 
phase. 

Scientists are not particularly fond of theories that in- 
clude statements like “and by some miraculous twist of fate, 
we measured it at the exact time or place to get a certain re- 
sult.” Copernicus jettisoned the idea that humans were in 
any special place, and modern scientists don’t like to put us 
at any special time either. So they prefer to believe that the 
universe has always been pretty close to flat. 

Guth’s inflationary theory provided a nice reason why 
the universe might have come out perfectly flat, but there’s 
still a big problem. As scientists map the galaxies, they simply 
don’t see a universe that has enough material in it to make it 
flat. (Remember, this concept about the shape of space is 
rooted in Einstein’s relativity theory, and the universe’s 


*Several experiments may soon change this. Most notably, MAP (Microwave 
Anisotropy Probe), launched by NASA in 2001 should go a long way toward telling 
us the shape of the universe. 


105 


THE BIG BANG THEORY 


shape is defined by its gravity, so it’s also defined by the 
amount of mass it contains.) By measuring the amount of 
light coming from a group of stars, astronomers can make a 
fairly good estimate of how many stars are there, and there- 
fore how much the entire system weighs. But when you do 
the math and add it all up, the light adds up to only about 
5 percent of the total mass needed for the critical density of 
a flat universe. 

Scientists did not despair. Fritz Zwicky in the 1930s and 
Vera Rubin in the 1950s had already noticed that something 
was odd about such mass measurements. The movement of 
the stars and galaxies as they circled each other simply didn’t 
make sense. As galaxies spun around, the stars on the out- 
skirts moved much more quickly than they should have, 
given the force of gravity predicted from the amount of mat- 
ter that could actually be seen through telescopes. Since the 
laws of gravity are fairly well understood, these kinds of mea- 
surements were fairly disturbing. Zwicky, and later Rubin, ad- 
vanced the idea that there must be some unseen matter, 
called dark matter, which filled the spaces between the 
bright stars. We couldn’t see this dark material, but we could 
nevertheless detect its presence. 

You might think of being stranded in the woods on a 
moonless night in the dark on a hill. The fact that you can’t 
see the hill is irrelevant—your body senses the slant of the 
slope and the feel of gravity’s pull. In our own daily lives we 
trust senses other than our eyes, and so we must do when ex- 
amining space. (Astronomers discovered Neptune—invisible 
to the naked eye—in a similar way, since the planet’s gravity 
disrupted Uranus’s orbit.) 
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Most astronomers take the existence of dark matter for 
granted, but actually hammering down what it 7s hasn’t been 
successful (and no one has ever been able to find as much of 
it as one would like to see; more on that in chapter 5). There 
are two basic options for dark matter: something small and 
fast, possibly basic like a neutrino, possibly exotic and odd, a 
hypothetical particle we haven’t yet detected; or something 
large and bulky made of nice, normal protons and neutrons, 
but that for some reason is so dark we can’t see it. The exotic 
particles in the first option have been dubbed WIMPs, for 
Weakly Interacting Massive Particles, and those in the second 
category are called MACHOs, for Massive Compact Halo 
Objects. 

Although many people still hold out hope for finding 
a small-particle dark-matter candidate, nothing has been 
found so far. One of the more straightforward possibilities 
would be if neutrinos—small particles that pervade the at- 
mosphere and barely interact at all with anything they move 
through (billions are traveling harmlessly through your 
body right now)—turned out to have some mass to them. 
Since there are so many in the universe, even the tiniest 
weight would be enough to provide all the dark matter 
needed for a flat universe. As it happens, scientists studying 
neutrinos have not proved conclusively neutrinos have 
mass—and though the occasional experiment says they 
might, these results haven’t been duplicated. We can, how- 
ever, say that at the very least neutrinos weigh less than one 
ten-thousandth of an electron. That’s good news for us, be- 
cause if it were much higher than that, they would have con- 
tributed so much weight to the universe that it would have 
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recollapsed long before life could have arisen. In fact, if they 
do weigh that much, they would weigh more than all the 
stars in the universe.” But no one has been able to prove 
they have weight, and it’s fairly unlikely that they do. 

Other possibilities for WIMPs include particles that fit in 
with some of the Grand Unified Theories currently being in- 
vestigated by particle physicists. Such particles help to create a 
lovely set of theories describing how all the forces combined 
into one in the earliest moments of the universe, but like all 
other theories about those first moments, they are pursued 
more for their mathematical beauty than for anything con- 
crete that can be observed. These particles are still just a hy- 
pothesis, and that leaves us without any WIMP dark matter. 

MACHOs, on the other hand, have been found. The basic 
MACHO categories are large masses such as planets; dead, 
collapsed stars, known as white dwarfs; or even black holes. In 
the mid-1990s a group of eighteen astronomers from eight re- 
search institutions, led by Charles Alcock, put together a mas- 
sive search for these dark objects. They observed ten thou- 
sand stars a night, watching to see if they changed brightness. 
Ifa MACHO passed in front of a star it would be too small to 
obscure the star; it would, however, cause light from the star 
to bend around on each side, creating an interesting phe- 
nomenon known as microlensing. This lensing makes the star 
appear brighter because the light rays bend and split around 
the MACHO, coming to our telescopes from two different di- 
rections—appearing to our eyes almost as if they re coming 
from two different stars.* These “two stars” are nevertheless 


*This is not unlike the first proof for relativity found in 1919, when starlight was 
seen to bend around the sun. 
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close enough together to superimpose into one brighter- 
than-normal image. 

Some members of the team went into the project 
thinking they would find nothing and would simply dis- 
count the possibility of MACHOs, and then scientists could 
go back to focusing on the more likely candidates: 
WIMPs.* Instead, over two years they found seven MA- 
CHOs, which, considering that they looked at only small 
portions of the sky at a time, suggested that there were 
probably huge numbers of MACHOs they hadn’t seen. In 
hindsight this shouldn’t have been so astonishing—as- 
tronomers have since found a number of Jupiter-size plan- 
ets circling other stars—but at the time no one had ever 
detected anything smaller than a star outside our solar sys- 
tem, and the number of white dwarfs surprised just about 
everyone. In January 1996, at a meeting of the American 
Astronomy Society in San Antonio, Texas, the team an- 
nounced that they believed that 50 percent of all the pre- 
dicted dark matter in our galaxy was made up of MACHOs. 
And since scientists assume that other galaxies work like 
ours, the same probably holds true for the rest of the 
galaxies as well. 

So some dark matter has been found—not quite enough 
to explain why galaxies seem to rotate so quickly, but cer- 
tainly some. When it comes to the flatness issue, however, 
there is a slightly larger problem. Even if you ignore trying to 
actually identify the dark matter, and simply try to guess how 
much should be there based on the gravity perceived, you 
don’t get enough for a flat universe. The dark matter pre- 
dicted is only about 20 percent of the critical density to halt 


the universe’s expansion. 


109 


THE BIG BANG THEORY 


All of this is to say that the flatness problem is not quite 
solved. If inflation theory is correct—and every cosmologist 
will admit that’s a reasonably large “if’—then we have an ex- 
planation for why the world should be flat, but no proof that 
it actually zs. On the other hand, we have the laws of gravity 
predicting dark matter, which in the simplest models would 
leave the universe with an omega of 0.2,* not to mention 
that scientists have been able to identify only about half of 
that dark matter. Astrophysicists nevertheless continue their 
search for the missing mass, since it seems necessary to solve 


so many basic confusions about the universe. 


THE GALAXY FORMATION PROBLEM 


Inflation theory answered one important “why” but then 
created another question: If everything is so smooth, why do 
we have galaxies at all? This issue hovered in many cosmol- 
ogists’ minds ever since the first detection of the back- 
ground radiation. The radiation was so perfectly consistent 
that it was hard to imagine structure forming. In a swirling 
mix of evenly distributed, evenly heated particles, why 
would any of it clump together into planets and stars? That 
would be like returning to our cup of hot chocolate and 
finding it co-alesced into chunks of hot chocolate gravel. 


Even though gravity would naturally pull particles toward 


*As we shall see in Chapter 6, there are some modern, more complicated models of 
the universe in which Q can be made to be larger than 0.2, and the missing matter 
is not such a glaring problem. 
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each other, if the ylem was smoothly distributed, each parti- 
cle should be pulled consistently in every direction. On the 
other hand, if there were slight blemishes on this smooth- 
ness, they might serve as “seeds” to start pulling more and 
more particles in. A seed would soon become the size of a 
basketball, then a building, then a planet. (Alternatively, a 
huge mass might coalesce and later separate into smaller 
planets and stars.) 

But no one had found any evidence of those seeds. In 
the years after the first microwave background radiation 
experiments, the state of the art had moved to flying anten- 
nae in balloons. The higher the antenna, the more earth’s 
weather and man-made radiation could be avoided. But 
these experiments were plagued with problems. Sending an 
instrument into the air, after all, means you can’t fix it if 
something goes wrong. The instruments had to be prepared 
and tested on the ground, and then you crossed your fingers 
and hoped you’d thought of everything that could go wrong 
before sending it up. A cable dangling in front of the an- 
tenna could ruin the whole experiment, and you’d never 
know until the whole contraption was recovered and 
brought to the ground. And even if everything did go right, 
you had only a few hours or so of data—not enough time to 
truly scan the sky for the tiny ripples in radiation you were 
looking for. 

A team of astronomers at New York’s Goddard Space Sci- 
ence Center wanted to solve the problem once and for all. 
They were finished with balloons. The time had come to put 
a satellite in space. Orbiting the globe, sending back data to 
scientists on the ground, this type of instrument would not 
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only avoid random radiation from the earth but also would 
have all the time needed to collect data from the sky. Led by 
John Mather, a twenty-eight-year-old who’d just finished 
graduate school, the team wrote up a detailed proposal to 
NASA. 

The timing was right. As it happened, NASA was looking 
for this kind of project, one that would tackle solid, basic sci- 
ence but that could be accomplished far better in space than 
from the ground. Add that the origin of the universe would 
capture the imagination and interest of the public and this 
was a perfect experiment. Two other astronomy teams had 
made similar proposals, and NASA pulled team leaders from 
all of them for one big effort: a satellite named COBE, or 
Cosmic Background Explorer. 

COBE (pronounced “cobey”) was to have three main in- 
struments: one to measure the background radiation a hun- 
dred times better than had been done previously; one to 
search for the faint glow of the first galaxies; and one to seek 
out those tiny ripples, the first seeds of gravitation that every- 
one hoped would be there.” Fifteen years and $60 million 
worth of engineering and testing later, COBE was finally 
launched on November 18, 1989. 

A mere two months later, the team announced their first 
results. The background radiation was there—perfectly dis- 
tributed in every direction, with exactly the spectrum one 
would expect from the big bang theory, hovering at a tem- 
perature 2.726 degrees above absolute zero. John Mather 
stood in front of a packed room at an American Astronomy 
Society meeting in 1990—this one in Crystal City, Virginia— 
and showed a graph so perfectly aligned to what the big 
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bang theory predicted that he received a standing ovation. 
The COBE data were definitive. It was the proof. It is the 
data that every adherent to the big bang cites as his or her 
reason to believe. 

But that smoothness still had people worried. The COBE 
team was narrowing the antenna’s focus, measuring the tem- 
perature over smaller and smaller ranges, trying to find 
some—any—discrepancy. By April 1992 the team was ready 
to make their second announcement: they had found tem- 
perature fluctuations. The difference was only thirty mil- 
lionths of a degree hotter than the surrounding background 
radiation, but these hot bits were scattered around the sky, 
some the size of a constellation, some larger, one even cover- 
ing a fourth of the sky.° 

The press had been alerted, rumors spread among the 
scientists, and the announcement—this time at an Ameri- 
can Physical Society Meeting in Washington, D.C.—was 
again made to a packed hall. Showing a colorful image of 
the hot spots in the heavens, one of the scientists on the 
podium, George Smoot from Berkeley said, “If you’re reli- 
gious, it’s like seeing the face of God.” Later, Stephen Hawk- 
ing said it was the greatest discovery of the century, if not of 
all time. 

The excitement was infectious, and looking back the 
hype may have been more than the announcement de- 
served. Certainly there are many scientists who groan every 
time they’re reminded of Smoot’s overzealous remark—in- 
voking the divine just adds insult to injury. It probably wasn’t 
the greatest discovery of all time, but it was a major find, es- 
pecially since without evidence for temperature fluctuations 
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the big bang theory would have come under heavy attack. 
(In fact, many people have pointed out that COBE really 
would have been one of the most important experiments of 
the century if it hadn't found the background radiation or 
the temperature wrinkles. That would have turned cosmol- 
ogy on its head.) 

Finding those wrinkles in the sky was crucial for the sur- 
vival of the big bang theory. The wrinkles deserved much of 
the press they got. But the irony is that they didn’t really 
solve the question of how galaxies formed. Those swaths 
across the sky—they are so big, so much larger than a 
galaxy—that theorists are hard pressed to figure out how 
they might have seeded stars and planets. 

The best theories of the creation of structure in the uni- 
verse have to call upon dark matter again. There must have 
been some dark matter to create enough gravity to pull par- 
ticles together. Scientists have investigated two options: hot 
dark matter (“hot” because the particles moved so very fast, 
and temperature is defined by the speed of particles) and 
cold dark matter. The hot dark matter would likely be some- 
thing like a neutrino with mass, while cold dark matter 
would be some other kind of exotic WIMP. By hypothesizing 
versions of the early universe that match the COBE data, and 
then adding the required exotic dark particles, cosmologists 
could go to their supercomputers and see how their cy- 
beruniverse would form. 

All hot doesn’t work. Hot dark matter universes evolve 
on computers into large galaxy cluster sizes first, then into 
smaller forms such as galaxies, and finally stars. Since the ev- 
idence suggests that the process works the other way—stars 
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form and then slowly group together into larger clusters— 
the all-hot-dark-matter scenario was discarded. 

But all cold doesn’t work either. Starting from an early 
universe structured the way COBE presents it, the cold-dark- 
matter universe won’t evolve into reality as we see it through 
our telescopes today. And if you get a cold-dark-matter uni- 
verse to appear like ours, which is possible, it never passes 
through a phase that matches the COBE data. 

In the end, the best scenario seems to be a mixture of the 
two, despite the fact that no one has yet detected either kind 
of dark matter. And to top it off, this mixing and matching 
doesn’t sit well with most theorists, who continue to search 
for a simpler explanation. 

A couple of other ideas do get floated around from time 
to time about how galaxy formation might have occurred 
without the benefit of seeds of dark matter. If one doesn’t ac- 
cept inflation theory, for example, then one can assume an ir- 
regular early universe instead of the more common hyper- 
smooth one. In such a clumpy universe, any particularly 
dense area would collapse into a black hole. Eventually the 
whole universe would be filled with black holes—whatever 
wasn’t near enough to collapse into their gravity would never- 
theless distribute itself in galaxies of matter around the black 
hole. These clumps would in turn seed galaxy formation. 

Another possibility is that phenomenally large heated 
gas clouds could have endured explosions that compressed 
matter into all the stellar material we see today. Since as- 
tronomers believe that stars form today out of such explosive 
clouds, it’s not such a stretch to imagine an extroadinarily 
large one exploding into a whole galaxy.’ 
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WHAT’S REALLY BEEN SOLVED? 


Historically, there has been a certain glossing over of many 
of the questions the big bang theory has brought up. Infla- 
tion solves certain problems but is devoid of proof even as 
solid as that for the big bang. Dark matter offers hope that 
the universe is at a critical density, but it’s mostly math and 
gravity—no one has completely hammered out the particu- 
lars yet. And COBE’s temperature fluxes are so large that 
they don’t really correspond to galaxies per se. 

Many astrophysicists nevertheless back the basics of 
much of these theories—while admitting that the details 
need to be worked out—almost as heartily as they do the big 
bang. Inflation theory is, in a word, beautiful. In one simple 
stroke it offers an explanation for why physics as we know it 
had no choice but to create a universe like the one we live in. 
There is no fudging, no ad hoc assumptions to throw in—it’s 
a theory that makes sense. 

But there is no denying that this “beauty” (or simplicity) 
criterion is a subjective one to hang one’s theories on. Critics 
of the big bang theory scream loudly that there are so many 
holes and so many unexamined assumptions in these theories 
that they should all be viewed with a lot more skepticism than 
they currently are. History has certainly shown that many bril- 
liant thinkers can be led astray by taking certain “facts” for 
granted simply because they appeared to be “obvious” truths. 

On the other hand, supporters of the big bang respond 
that past theories—Aristotle’s circles, Newton’s perfectly bal- 
anced cosmos—didn’t have the benefit of rigorous science 
and advanced telescopes. Modern assumptions, they insist, 
are not arbitrary, but based on state-of-the-art experiments. 
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And what scientists don’t know for sure yet, should soon 
be known. Major experiments are under way to measure the 
background radiation a thousand times better than COBE 
did. We should soon know the exact value of omega and the 
temperature fluctuations. 

As these new data come in, no one is going to be unduly 
surprised if the basics of these concepts—inflation, missing 
matter, galaxy formation—need to be substantially remolded 
or scrapped altogether. 

On the flip side, should some proof, some bona fide evi- 
dence come in, these theories will be accepted as whole- 
heartedly, and as quickly, as the big bang. In much the same 
way, it will not be the clinching experiments that give the 
proof its robustness, but the way the theory makes sense in 
the minds of those who hear it. 
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There’s no doubt that the big bang theory is accepted so uni- 
versally because it is taught essentially as fact. We’ve all 
learned the earth is round, and few ever think to try to prove 
that detail for ourselves. When the same science teacher tells 
you the universe began with a bang, most people accept it as 
readily. The majority of the world population that accepts 
the big bang theory does so unquestioningly. 

But just because it’s dogmatic doesn’t inherently mean 
it’s wrong. It has been said that cosmology in any era is dom- 
inated by a few loud voices. The echoes of Aristotle’s boom- 
ing voice lasted centuries, and even now the names of those 
who hammered out the big bang theory are linked to large 
personalities. But personalities aren’t enough to make or 
break a theory. They’re crucial to disseminating a hypothe- 
sis, making it popular, getting the word out. Science is defi- 
nitely more subject to personality quirks than most scientists 
would like to admit, but it’s also clear that science is more 
than that. Unlike in the 1950s and ’60s, when picking your 
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cosmology of choice was a matter solely of preference, the 
decision can no longer be a “gut” choice. 

The theories do need to jibe with the facts as they are ob- 
served. Take Fred Hoyle, gregarious supporter of the steady 
state theory. No matter how loud his voice, it couldn’t drown 
out the fundamental fact that his theory could not explain 
background radiation. Scientific theories are based on more 
than unquestioned faith. The big bang rests on some valid 
observations, observations that only this theory—of all the 
scientific theories about the universe that humans have ever 
devised—can explain. Before jumping into the problems 
with the big bang theory, it is first important to understand 
where it succeeds. 


THE SUPPORT 


There are basically three supporting facts: the amounts of 
deuterium and helium in the universe today correlate to the 
amount the big bang would have created in the first minute; 
we’ve detected a wonderfully smooth background radiation 
that corresponds to the temperature we would expect to 
have been produced three hundred thousand years after the 
big bang; and the universe is expanding. 

The helium itself isn’t as important as the deuterium. 
One could change the standard big bang theory quite a bit 
and still produce the amount of helium we see today; but deu- 
terium is finely tuned to the initial conditions of that explo- 
sion. Today deuterium is created in the hearts of stars, but it is 
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instantly destroyed, so none escapes. No other process has 
ever been discovered that makes long-lived deuterium, so it’s 
believed that every atom of deuterium in the universe today 
was created in the first minute after the big bang. (Fred 
Hoyle, you may remember, hypothesized that the light ele- 
ments may have been created inside massive black hole-like 
objects, but most scientists believe that relying on these as the 
furnaces to cook up deuterium doesn’t make sense.) 

The background radiation is equally hard to explain by 
any other theory, although not entirely impossible, and it’s 
certainly been tried. One option is that energy from the ear- 
liest stars (formed in a non-big bang universe) was absorbed 
uniformly by particles everywhere, only to be sent forth 
again as the even background radiation.’ But it’s not easy to 
make a mathematical model of this come out with the in- 
credible smoothness we detect—smoothness that the big 
bang version predicts as a matter of course. 

The last piece of supporting evidence for the big bang 
theory is, of course, that the universe is expanding. But while 
that fits in with the theory, it certainly could be explained by 
other models. The steady state theory, after all, incorporated 
it perfectly well. Expansion fits—indeed, is necessary—but 
doesn’t do much to elevate the big bang theory over and 
above any other model. 

These are the firm bricks providing the foundation for 
the big bang theory, bricks that justify accepting the big bang 
as the best model ever found for how the universe came to be. 

But as soon as one starts delving into the details—just 
what kinds of material were created in the first explosion, 
how that led to the formation of stars and galaxies, why the 
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entire universe didn’t disappear within minutes after it 
started—some glitches start to appear. 


THINGS NOT UNDERSTOOD 


One issue that shows up in most press reports about the big 
bang is that the theory posits a fairly young age for the uni- 
verse, in some versions as low as eight billion years. Compare 
that to certain stars that are thought to be over fifteen billion 
years old and you appear to have a serious problem. How- 
ever, this never concerns astronomers all that much. Over 
the 1990s, the numbers converged more and more to 
around 13 billion, and while some different values still come 
in, the numbers bandied about have large enough uncer- 
tainties in them that it’s assumed the problem isn’t too great. 
It’s a bit of a mystery, but no one is going to pull the whole 
theory down based on such a small discrepancy. 

That said, the denser the universe is, the younger it has 
to be. So requiring a fairly dense universe, one where there’s 
enough dark matter for omega to equal 1, as so many theo- 
rists like to do, makes this age discrepancy worse. A high den- 
sity keeps the age of the universe at the low end of the spec- 
trum. It’s hard to reconcile that precious critical density with 
stars of the right age. 

But these are just the beginning of the issues with dark 
matter. The fact is that the dark matter problem is reaching 
something of a crisis, although few astronomers have been 
willing to admit this yet. Forget not finding any ideal dark 
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matter candidates. The problem isn’t that no one can find 
the missing matter (although they can’t) but that even if the- 
orists stomp their feet and shake their heads, observations 
haven’t even shown that the universe is at the critical density. 

Recall that the amount of material we can see in the uni- 
verse amounts to only about 5 percent of the critical density. 
The movement of stars and galaxies, twirling at speeds faster 
than you'd expect based on the amount of mass we can see, 
makes a good case that there is something dark and heavy 
lurking in the heavens, adding more matter. This is fairly 
well accepted. The problem is that once you do the math, 
even if you interpret the data extremely liberally, trying to 
boost the amount of dark matter as high as possible, you still 
reach only the 20 percent mark. We don’t detect anywhere 
near enough mass in the universe to match the inflationary 
theory requirements.” 

Astronomers examine the shape of the universe with 
other techniques as well. Not content to simply measure the 
density of the universe based on what they can see, they use 
other tools to measure the very geometry of space and how 
fast the universe expands. One basic trick is to look at galac- 
tic clusters at incredible distances to get a sense of their age. 
If hugely distant objects (implying they traveled a fairly long 
distance) are similar in age to our own galaxy (implying 
they’ve been traveling for a fairly short time), then one can 
safely assume that the universe has expanded very quickly. 
Alternatively, if they’re a great deal younger (traveled a long 
time) and closer (traveled a shorter distance), you assume 
that the universe is expanding slowly. The first scenario im- 
plies a low-density universe (since high density slows expan- 
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sion), and that is what has been found by a variety of re- 
searchers using a variety of telescopes. Evidence from these 
kinds of tests has piled up. They see a consistently low- 
density universe with about 20 percent of the mass needed to 
bring the expanding universe to a slow, gentle halt. 

More than anything, this kind of data affects the inflation- 
ary theory—an add-on to the big bang theory; a hanger that, 
if disproven, doesn’t require dismantling the entire standard 
big bang model. But the dark matter problem affects the ba- 
sics of the big bang model, too. Without enough dark matter 
there’s no way for galaxies to have formed in as short a time as 
they seem to have done. Dropping dark matter out of their 
models would make it impossible for theorists to understand 
how a universe could get from the big bang to what it looks 
like today. 

Ditching dark matter has other problems. Abandon a flat 
universe, abandon the inflationary theory, and the horizon 
and flatness problems rear their heads. We’d also wonder 
where all the monopoles were, and we wouldn’t have any ex- 
planation for the first moments of the universe. Without a 
workable theory to replace it, most scientists are content to 
work with what they have, modifying the inflationary theory 
until they have reason to believe it well and truly dead. (Or 
proved!) 

Dark matter is crucial for galaxy formation, but galaxy 
formation has its problems even without the issue of the 
missing matter. While COBE showed variations in the heat 
background, thus showing that the early universe was not 
perfectly smooth and did indeed allow for seeds of galaxy 
formation, those ripples were nevertheless huge. They’re so 
large that scientists can’t figure out how they turned into the 
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kind of structure we see today. This doesn’t mean that there 
may not be smaller ripples, simply that COBE couldn’t see at 
the level of detail necessary. Enter a NASA project called 
MAP (Microwave Anisotropy Probe), launched June 30, 
2001. MAP’s job is to follow up on COBE’s work and provide 
the best images of the microwave radiation to date. 

Other projects to map the radiation—and there have 
been a number, relying on flying balloons instead of launch- 
ing an instrument into orbit—have come up with other com- 
plications. Some show an “echo” in the radiation—an extra 
peak that would correspond to the vibrations as the radia- 
tion bounced around the universe, much the way a sound 
wave traveling through an organ pipe will resonate at a vari- 
ety of frequencies. This is a comforting peak, one that hits 
just where math predicts it should. But other instruments 
haven’t found the peak at all. 

MAP, which will collect data for two years (adding up to 
as much data as COBE could have collected in four thou- 
sand years), is set up to hammer down this peak or declare it 
missing once and for all. MAP will be able to see ripples in 
the radiation far smaller than COBE could find. Finding 
these small fluctuations is fairly crucial—it’s these fluctua- 
tions that would act as tiny gravitational seeds to start the 
process of a whirling gas turning into a star, leading to many 
stars, galaxies, and clusters. The hope is that with a map that 
precise, a “universe” on a supercomputer starting from those 
parameters truly would evolve into a model that corresponds 
to the reality we currently see. 

Of course, far from solving these problems, MAP might 
just add more complications. It might not find that echo 
peak, or might not see smaller fluctuations, or might show 
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something entirely unforeseen and unexpected. (In many 
ways that would be a lot more interesting result. If something 
fundamentally new shows up, it will give theorists a starting 
point to rework the glitches in cosmology.) Whatever ques- 
tions MAP raises will likely be tackled by an instrument 
called PLANCK being assembled by the European Space 
Agency and due to be launched in 2007. 


ALTERNATE INTERPRETATIONS 


While everyone agrees that there are a few unanswered de- 
tails in cosmology, some take it even further. Some claim 
that the whole big bang theory is wrong. Many of these peo- 
ple strike at the very heart of the big bang theory: expan- 
sion. While, as mentioned earlier, an expanding universe 
doesn’t require that the universe began with a bang, the big 
bang theory certainly requires an expanding universe. If it 
turns out that galaxies and stars aren’t receding from each 
other, then the entire theory would fall apart. 

One of the most well-known attacks on expansion is the 
tired light theory. Remember, the best proof of expansion is 
that the farther away an object is, the faster it seems to be 
moving. Scientists determine that speed by examining the 
color of the light—the more redshifted it is, the more of a 
Doppler effect we believe we’re seeing, and the faster it’s 
thought to be traveling. But this requires a few basic as- 
sumptions: at the most fundamental we assume that the laws 
of physics seen on earth are the same laws that apply to the 
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entire universe. Scientists study objects billions of light-years 
away and assume they work the same way they’d work on 
earth. 

But what if light itself, as it traveled such vast distances 
through space, lost some energy? Losing energy, the light 
would appear redder (since less energy implies a longer 
wavelength, which implies redder light) even if it came from 
a star that was standing still. The whole basis for believing the 
universe was expanding would disappear. 

The rebuttal to this rests on the fact that scientists know 
a fair amount about light. The speed of light is an integral 
part of relativity theory, and as fast as it travels, it’s neverthe- 
less been measured exactly to an accuracy of one part in ten 
million. Since so much in the universe does work exactly as 
we think it should based on relativity—such as the way light 
bends around large stars, or the way certain stars shine— 
most scientists don’t think we should scrap our fundamental 
beliefs about the way light behaves. 

Another attack on redshift theories comes from Halton 
Arp at the Max Planck Institute for Astrophysics in Germany. 
Arp is sort of a champion for irregular galaxies. In the 1960s 
he put together the Atlas of Peculiar Galaxies, thinking that 
studying these would help in understanding galaxy forma- 
tion. When quasars were discovered, he noticed that many of 
them congregated around his odd galaxies. Of course, when 
one looks into the sky, even with the strongest telescopes, 
one can’t tell how far away an object is. Astronomers rely on 
a variety of tricks to determine distance, such as the variable 
Cepheid stars that Hubble used to measure the distance to 
other galaxies, or by measuring redshift. Any of these 
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quasars might be millions of light-years closer or farther away 
than these galaxies, but the fact that several consistently con- 
gregate right in the line of sight with these peculiar galaxies 
suggested to Arp that they were connected. And yet many of 
these quasars had vastly different redshifts from each other, 
which in the standard interpretation would suggest that they 
were at very different distances from the earth. On one 
hand, Arp’s data suggested that these quasars were about the 
same distance away; on the other hand, the redshifts made it 
appear as if they weren’t. Most scientists believe the redshifts; 
these quasars, they think, are nowhere near each other, and 
are moving at different rates, so it’s perfectly reasonable for 
them to have different redshifts. But Arp believes in his 
galaxies. If all these objects are at the same distance, then it 
seems clear the redshifts themselves aren’t as good a tool for 
determining how far away an object is as previously thought. 
Arp believes that stars and galaxies have an intrinsic redshift, 
an intrinsic color that has nothing to do with whether the 
stars are moving away from us. 

These Arpian objects, as they’re called, have never un- 
dergone much rigorous study by anyone else and certainly 
haven’t been accepted by much of the scientific community. 
(Arp has strongly argued, perhaps correctly, that the scien- 
tific community hasn’t accepted the data because the main- 
stream scientists are so resistant to contrary opinions that it’s 
nearly impossible to get contradictory papers published.) 
Nevertheless, it’s important to understand the implications if 
Arp is correct: it is believed that the redshift corresponds to 
how fast an object moves away from us. From this informa- 
tion Hubble described a universe in which objects farther 
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away were moving faster, and therefore we believe the uni- 
verse is expanding. Astronomers accept this so completely 
that they have begun associating high redshifts with objects 
that are very far away and very young. Redshifts are not, in 
and of themselves, a sign of a star’s age or distance, and yet 
redshifts have become intrinsically entwined with how we de- 
termine not just the speed of any given object, but also how 
old and how far away it is. 

If the interpretation of redshift is wrong, then all the 
proof that the universe is expanding will disappear. It would 
undermine everything that’s been mapped out about the 
heavens. Not only would the big bang theory come crashing 
down, but scientists wouldn’t be able to determine how the 
nearest galaxy is moving, much less how the whole universe 


behaves. 


ACCELERATION 


For the moment, however, expansion seems to be fairly safe, 
though it did get a jolt in 1998. Since Hubble, it has always 
been assumed that the universe is expanding but slowing 
down. This makes sense when you think about an explosion: 
The initial burst of energy gives everything speed, but as all 
that material travels, the gravitation of each neighboring ob- 
ject helps slow it down. While gravity might never be enough 
to slow it down completely, it’s nevertheless going to slow. 

In 1998, however, two independent observations map- 
ping distant supernovas showed that the universe might be 
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accelerating outward, the very vacuum itself causing ever 
faster expansion, the way that first false vacuum is thought to 
have done in inflation theory. 

The only way to explain this kind of acceleration is to put 
the cosmological constant back into Einstein’s equations. 
(That’s the bit Einstein once called his “biggest blunder,” 
originally put in to maintain a static universe. Technically it’s 
never been taken out—the cosmological constant is always 
part of the equations; it’s simply assumed to be zero.) This 
rubs many theorists the wrong way. Incorporating an almost 
arbitrary number into otherwise simple equations—and re- 
member how much scientists like to keep their explanations 
simple—just doesn’t sit well. Nevertheless, many cosmolo- 
gists are now attempting to rework what they know about the 
big bang theory to incorporate this mysterious extra quan- 
tity. (More in chapter 6.) 

It’s fascinating to note, though, that when this incredible 
fact came through—a fact that turned everything we thought 
we knew about the universe upside down—there was no con- 
sensus to chuck the whole big bang hypothesis. The first step 
was to figure out how to accommodate this new fact about an 
accelerating universe into the established theory. It goes to 
show how solid is the mainstream belief in the big bang. 

More than that, over the next few years this fascinating 
acceleration became incorporated in such a way as to help 
support the cosmology theories in existence. For one thing, 
the cosmological constant is explained as energy in the very 
vacuum of space itself. Though technically “nothing,” the 
vacuum has an antigravitational repulsion, giving it an enor- 


mous burst of energy to let it accelerate. This is, of course, 
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the same repulsive force thought to have driven inflation in 
the first moments of the universe. If we can watch this force 
in action in today’s universe, it gives just that much more 
credence to the possibility that inflation was driven by the 
same mechanism. This new manifestation of anti-gravity has 
forced staunch skeptics of the inflationary theory to admit 
that it’s a little more likely. 

Even more importantly, this cosmological constant is 
now seen as perhaps saving cosmology from the missing dark 
matter problem. Theorists, of course, like the idea of a uni- 
verse that is exactly flat—the kind of universe in which the 
shortest distance between two objects is a straight line and 
parallel lines never cross. (The earth, for example, isn’t like 
this at all, which one can tell from spending a few seconds 
with a globe—all those “parallel” longitude lines converge at 
the poles). In the simplest model of a flat universe—the 
model we’ve mentioned so far in this book—the “flatness” 
comes from having a very precise amount of matter. We see 
only about 5 percent of that amount in the stars and galaxies 
we observe. We see another 15 to 25 percent of dark matter, 
which we can infer based on how the galaxies and stars 
move. But that still leaves a whole bunch of matter unac- 
counted for. Einstein’s relativity equations do not, however, 
require that matter be the only thing that creates flatness; 
the cosmological constant can help. So the acceleration of 
the vacuum might actually save cosmology theories by being 
the missing piece that creates the flat universe that theorists 
crave. The cosmological constant might add the 70 to 80 per- 
cent needed to bring omega up to 1, thus saving inflationary 
theory and most of the rest of cosmological theories. 
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That’s the good news. The bad news comes from one of 
those ubiquitous “whys.” Why would the cosmological con- 
stant be just that size, just the perfect amount to create a flat 
universe? The accelerating universe might solve one prob- 
lem, but it opens up another series of questions for theorists 
to try to solve. They would have to set about understanding 
the physics laws that guaranteed such a coincidental occur- 


rence. 


OTHER OPTIONS 


Rallying against the big bang theory until he died was steady 
state theorist Fred Hoyle. Along with Geoffrey Burbridge 
and Jayant Narlikar, Hoyle proposed what they call the 
quasi-steady state theory, a theory they began crafting in 
1993. The theory continues to rely on minicreation events, a 
constant invention of particles that occur, on a smaller scale, 
much the way inflation is thought to have created the whole 
universe at once: a combination of negative energy and posi- 
tive mass flings newly born particles out into the cosmos. 
Quasi-steady state claims that these jets of just-created mat- 
ter are what build up a black hole, so a black hole is built 
from the inside out instead of, as is conventionally believed, 
solely by the hole’s massive gravity scooping up all that 
comes too close. It is only in this way, believe the three scien- 
tists, that black holes could grow massive enough to account 
for how fast galaxies twirl around them. To explain away the 
standard supports for the big bang, the theory claims that 
the all-important cosmic microwave background radiation is 
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merely diffuse starlight that has equalized around the uni- 
verse over time and that all the light elements could have 
been produced in the fiery hearts of stars.” 

Various other dramatically different theories come up 
from time to time, and they’re interesting enough to men- 
tion, but there’s little to judge any of them by. There’s no way 
to tell if they’re accurate. For example, Hoyle and Narlikar 
pointed out that we would perceive the universe to be ex- 
panding even if space in fact stays the same, but matter 
shrinks.“ In this topsy-turvy world, we’d still perceive galaxies 
to be getting farther and farther away, but—conveniently for 
Hoyle, who abhorred the single moment of creation—we do 
away with the initial singularity. All matter could have been 
here eternally. But there’s no real way to test this idea, so it 
remains just an intellectual exercise. 

Another alternative to the big bang is the plasma universe 
theory proposed by Hannes Alfven, a Nobel Prize-winning 
astrophysicist from Sweden. Strong opponents of the big 
bang theory often jump to the plasma model as their favorite 
alternative. Plasma is the fourth state of matter, after liquid, 
solid, and gas. It’s an electric soup heated high enough for 
electrons to get stripped off the atoms, so that the gas glows. 
The shimmering light in a neon sign is a plasma, as are the 
Northern Lights. In the plasma universe theory, there is no 
definite point in time when the universe was created; it has 
been around forever, and it started out as a uniform plasma. 
After trilliions—inllions—of years, tangled electromagnetic 
plasma strands began to seed galaxy formation. The plasma 
universe explains the background radiation as its own energy 
reemitted from interstellar dust, and expansion as the repul- 
sive force when groups of antimatter and matter collide. Un- 
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fortunately, experiments to differentiate between this theory 
and the big bang theory are hard to come by at the moment. 
One strike against the plasma theory, though, is that for us to 
see all other galaxies receding so evenly from us, we must be 
at the very center of a matter (or antimatter) region of the 
universe. Scientists tend to shy away from any theory that re- 
quires us be in a “special” place in the universe, and so many 
dismiss the plasma theory on this basis. 

Another alternative to the big bang is that instead of our 
universe being created at a single moment in time fifteen bil- 
lion years ago, it has always been around—going through a 
series of bangs, expanding, and then crunching all the way 
back to a point again, only to reexplode into the cosmos. 
There’s something compelling about this image—it’s a way 
around there having been a creation out of nothing—but it 
doesn’t work particularly well scientifically. For one thing, no 
one has been able to make the laws of physics conform to 
this idea. No known process could make a crunch reverse 
into a bang. In addition, we’d expect to see extra heavy ele- 
ments in the universe left over from the last cycle. Since the 
big bang works well to describe the amount of elements we 
see, few cosmologists deem it necessary to monkey with it. 

One problem with these alternatives to the big bang the- 
ory is that few can account successfully for the cosmic back- 
ground radiation. This radiation in and of itself doesn’t re- 
quire that the big bang theory per se be correct; however, it’s 
hard to explain away the radiation with anything other than 
some historic fireball—that radiation seems explainable only 
by the kind of even heat described by the big bang. A couple 
of alternate explanations have, of course, been made: Bur- 
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bridge, Hoyle, and Narlikar, as mentioned, suggest that 
starlight itself, as it traveled around the universe, constantly 
being reabsorbed and reemitted by various objects in space, 
could over time thermalize into a smooth background radia- 
tion. Most physicists, however, would insist that whatever 
modifications the big bang theory undergoes, the existence 
of the microwave background radiation ensures that it will 
always incorporate some primeval fireball. 


CONCLUSIONS 


What it comes down to is this: Our standard cosmology the- 
ory does not explain everything perfectly, but no one can dis- 
prove it, and no other theory explains the facts any better. 
Some alternate theories may explain the facts just as well, 
with about the same number of glitches as the big bang the- 
ory, but a theory needs to be clearly better to unseat the cur- 
rent paradigm. Throughout history, society has never over- 
turned a paradigm without having another one to replace it. 
The big bang is no different—it will survive unless some- 
thing fundamentally better is derived, and that has yet to 
happen. 

Moreover, if you leave off the add-ons to the theory, such 
as inflation and galaxy formation, the big bang itself—the 
part where the universe is expanding from a much smaller 
entity, and there was a gigantic fireball at some point in our 
history—seems fairly well proven. So while cosmologists ad- 
mit they haven’t solved everything, most would say that even 
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if a new theory comes along, it will include many of the big 
bang and inflation ideas currently in vogue. In the same way 
that Einstein’s relativity incorporated Newtonian gravity— 
Newton’s gravity wasn’t wrong, just incomplete—new theo- 
ries will not deny the previous theories, simply improve on 
them. 
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Current and Future Research 


The scientific method, of course, has a prescribed way 
of dealing with glitches in a theory through experiments 
and observations. Cosmology theories, however, began at a 
disadvantage—even twenty years ago, the tools to tackle 
many of the problems of the big bang theory couldn’t even 
have been envisioned. As such, cosmology has often been 
filled with fervent beliefs but not that many facts. 

But technology improved dramatically by the end of the 
twentieth century. Couple that with determined physicists 
who insisted that cosmology should be brought from the 
world of the speculative into the world of science, and the 
field is full of new, almost futuristic experiments. The strat- 
egy to knead out the kinks in cosmology is well on its way. 
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MAKING THINGS COMPLICATED 


One basic issue that has dogged cosmology is that while the 
big bang theory is fairly simple, the universe is compli- 
cated. Despite astrophysicists’ best efforts to insist on sim- 
ple theories—theories with only one kind of dark matter, or 
theories with a universe at a perfectly critical density—the 
cosmos isn’t willing to comply. For example, as mentioned 
before, cosmologists believe for a variety of theoretical rea- 
sons that the universe is “flat” (also known as a universe where 
Q, = 1), and this should correspond to a very specific 
amount of mass in the universe. But scientists haven’t been 
able to find enough mass to make that model work. This 
problem was nearing a crisis between theory and experiment 
until some new data managed to complicate the issue, and 
by discarding the simple model they’d been working with, 
cosmologists may have recently solved the problem of the 
missing mass. 

The original model went approximately like this: If the 
universe is “flat,” meaning that parallel lines always remain 
parallel, and the fabric of space doesn’t curve the way a 
sphere or a saddle does, then a certain constant, Q, will be 1. 
At its most basic, only describes this shape, but it’s en- 
twined with other concepts too. A value of 1 for Q also was as- 
sociated with the universe’s being at some critical density; 
that is, it had the exact amount of matter that would cause 
the perfect amount of gravity so that the universe would for- 
ever slow its expansion, coming to a gentle halt but never 
recollapsing. So Q has been used to represent both the cur- 
vature of space and its density. 
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But this works only for the simplest models. Albert Ein- 
stein, you may remember, originally introduced a “cosmo- 
logical constant,” a repulsive force that counteracted the 
force of gravity, keeping the universe from collapsing, to 
keep it stable. However, Aleksander Friedmann, the Russian 
meteorologist who studied Einstein’s relativity equations 
enough to suggest several different possible universes, soon 
pointed out that no universe governed by relativity could 
ever be in stasis. It wasn’t going to stay still even if this 
mysterious repulsive force existed. In fact, Friedmann’s 
models showed that when you included the cosmological 
constant, all sorts of complicated universes might arise. And 
in these models, a universe that was flat, with = 1, might 
actually contract or accelerate instead of living out a pre- 
dictable life of simply slowing down at a nice, steady rate 
over time. 

Let’s explain that a little more. The shape of the uni- 
verse, as previously mentioned, is defined simply by how one 
moves through it. Two people moving in parallel paths in a 
straight universe will never bump into each other. Those 
same two people traveling along seemingly parallel longi- 
tude lines on, say, the earth, will eventually converge at the 
north pole, the difference being that these two people are 
walking on a curved surface, no matter how “flat” it appears 
to them. But relativity says that the curvature of space de- 
pends on the amount of mass, and therefore gravity, it con- 
tains, so density will naturally contribute to the size of Q. But 
if the universe has some subcritical amount of mass, as ours 
seems to, which all alone would make the universe saddle- 
shaped (Q less than 1), it might nevertheless be flat if there 
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is a large enough cosmological constant. If the universe is 
not just expanding but accelerating with some mysterious 
force of negative energy—much like the negative energy 
that fueled inflation—then the universe could have very lit- 
tle mass and yet be flat, yet have Q = 1.* 

Confronted with the persistent lack of enough dark mat- 
ter, certain farsighted theorists suggested that invoking the 
cosmological constant might be the best way out of the 
dilemma. And early in 1998, a handful of seven-billion-year- 
old supernovas showed that they just might be right. 

A supernova is the brilliant explosion that occurs at the 
end of a star’s life. Tycho Brahe, remember, spotted one in 
1572, and thus learned that the heavens were mutable. Two 
other supernovas were seen by historical astronomers, one 
documented by both Chinese and Native Americans in 1054, 
and the other by Kepler in 1604. Not another supernova was 
seen until this century—not because they weren’t there, but 
because they are fairly rare and one never knows where to 
look. A typical galaxy experiences a supernova about once 
every three hundred years, so one would have to watch some 
five thousand galaxies constantly to spot a couple of super- 
novas a month. It is only with modern telescopes and pho- 
tography systematically cataloging sweeps of the sky that as- 
tronomers have been able to find enough supernovas to 
learn anything interesting about them. 


*A little math: Historically everyone has thought of ( as simply the part of © that 
comes from the density of the universe. Now that people seriously consider the pos- 
sibility of a cosmological constant, scientists distinguish between Qy, the contribu- 
tion from matter, and Q), the portion contributed from the cosmological constant. 
Therefore the Q mentioned here, the Q that when equal to 1 means the universe is 
flat, is now the total Q, the sum of Oy and Q). 
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The most important interesting thing they’ve learned 
is that certain types of supernovas—dubbed Type Ia 
supernovas—are what’s known as standard candles. Like the 
Cepheid stars that Edwin Hubble used to measure the dis- 
tances to nearby galaxies, a standard candle is any object the 
intrinsic brightness of which we can measure from earth. By 
comparing its intrinsic brightness to how bright it appears to 
us on earth, we can measure how far away the object is. Type Ia 
supernovas are the brightest of all supernovas, taking about 
three weeks to reach the peak of luminosity and then fading 
slowly away for months. The time it takes to peak and fade is 
related to how bright the supernova is at its brightest, so by 
watching the supernova change over time, astronomers can 
measure its intrinsic brightness and consequently its distance. 

Two groups of scientists in the mid-1990s—one known as 
the Supernova Cosmology Project, the other as the High-z 
Supernova Team—examined supernovas that were four bil- 
lion to seven billion light-years away. At such distances these 
supernovas would also be fairly seriously redshifted, mean- 
ing that they were moving quickly away from us in accor- 
dance with Hubble’s law that the universe is expanding and 
more distant objects are receding faster than closer ones. 
Both teams found, however, that when they compared the 
amount of redshift to the distance, the supernovas were sig- 
nificantly farther away than the redshift indicated. In other 
words, the supernova was moving, but not as quickly as it 
needed to be to get as far away as it is. Of course, looking at 
a supernova that is seven billion light-years away means we 
are seeing the supernova as it looked seven billion years ago. 
So that redshift, or really that speed of the supernova, is the 
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speed it was traveling when the universe was half the age it 
currently is. And yet it’s much farther away from us than it 
should be if it has been traveling at that speed consistently 
throughout time. It would be like watching your sister drive a 
car out of your driveway at ten miles an hour and getting a 
phone call an hour later that she was now in a town sixty 
miles away. You’d know there was no way she could have dri- 
ven at ten miles an hour the whole time. The only way she 
could have gotten there so fast was if she had sped up some- 
where along the way. In the same way, these supernovas must 
have sped up somewhere along the way. 

But that kind of speeding up has never been part of sim- 
ple cosmological models. The universe has been thought to 
be expanding—but to be slowing down. The supernova data 
suggested that the expansion of the universe was, in fact, get- 
ting faster over time. The universe is accelerating. 

And while the initial shock to many cosmologists was 
great, they quickly saw that perhaps this acceleration was the 
answer to their dark matter problems. By putting in some re- 
pulsive force that overcame gravity and let the universe ex- 
pand dramatically, the universe could be geometrically flat, 
even without the critical amount of mass. Q could be made 
to equal 1, even without enough dark matter. 


DARK ENERGY 


Thinking they had a solution to their problems was the sci- 
entists’ first response. But, of course, the details had yet to be 
worked out—and they’re still being adjusted. For one thing, 
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when the math was done to find what the cosmological con- 
stant should be via theory, it was 10'*° (that’s a 1 followed by 
120 zeros) times bigger than what we actually witness. A cos- 
mological constant that large would mean that everything in 
the universe should be expanding so quickly that you would 
not be able to see beyond the end of your nose. So right off 
the bat, theory still isn’t jibing perfectly with observation. It’s 
clear that how gravity and antigravity work isn’t understood 
well at all. 

Next, a true “constant” didn’t particularly work either. If 
this repulsive force were strong in the early universe, then it 
would have driven all the particles away from each other, 
and there’s no way stars and galaxies could have formed. So 
this force that is sending the universe reeling must have 
changed strengths over time. Since this clearly isn’t the cos- 
mological constant as originally envisioned, a new term was 
coined for this mysterious dark energy: quintessence. The 
term comes from the ancient Greeks’ fifth element—after 
air, earth, fire, and water—a heavenly element that was sup- 
posed to be perfect. 

What makes up the quintessence isn’t completely under- 
stood yet either. In inflation theory, the repulsive force stems 
from the vacuum itself, but if that were the case here, then 
the force would have been too strong in the past. There’s al- 
ways been a lot of empty space around, even in the past, and 
the vacuum would have caused a repulsive force that was 
much too strong—again there would be the problem that 
particles wouldn’t have been able to coalesce into stars. So 
what causes this repulsive energy is still unclear. 

Nevertheless, by invoking quintessence, physicists can 
theorize a flat universe that corresponds to the observations 
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astronomers make with their telescopes. The amount of mat- 
ter in the universe might add up to only 30 percent of the 
critical density, but add the quintessence and you can still get 
Q = 1, you can still get a flat universe. That would mean the 
bulk of energy in our entire universe comes from this 
bizarre, heretofore unknown force. 

Like many adjustments to the basic hot big bang model, 
the existence of quintessence raises some of its own questions. 
Since the strength of quintessence changes over time, the uni- 
verse used to be dominated by matter, simply expanding 
slowly, and only recently began to accelerate. The question, 
then, is why it has only just started accelerating. As with so 
many cosmological concerns, scientists are wary of suggesting 
we are in a special place in time or space. Why should we be 
experiencing this acceleration at this specific moment? 

One solution, advanced by Paul Steinhardt, is that a 
matter-dominated universe for some reason automatically 
triggers the quintessence at a certain point in time. The mass 
in the universe slows down its expansion long enough for 
gravity to do its work, to allow large structures to form. Some- 
thing in that state then leads automatically to the repulsive 
force of quintessence, which grows in strength until the uni- 
verse becomes dominated by this dark energy instead of mat- 
ter. So any universe that starts as ours did—that has the laws 
of physics ours does—will automatically go from decelerat- 
ing to accelerating at just about the time when stars, planets, 
and galaxies have been fully formed. There may even be a fu- 
ture trigger, when the strength of the quintessence reaches a 
set amount and reverses the process, bringing the universe 
back to one that is matter-dominated. 
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While cosmologists like Steinhardt are busy creating 
models of the new quintessence, many are also devising ways 
to study the phenomenon more closely. A group of scientists 
have proposed a new satellite, dubbed SNAP for Super- 
Nova/Acceleration Probe, that could study more supernovas 
than have ever been tracked before—on the order of two 
thousand a year. SNAP hasn’t been funded yet, but it has a 
major groundswell of support from numerous cosmologists 
who believe it will help determine just what causes this mys- 
terious dark energy. 


MAP 


While SNAP is still merely a gleam in scientists’ eyes, some 
fairly large experiments will soon turn in amazing amounts 
of new data. Launched in the summer 2001 and with results 
expected in fall 2002, MAP, which stands for Microwave 
Anisotropy Probe, is the heir to COBE. The MAP satellite 
will measure the cosmic background radiation with thirty- 
five times more detail than COBE did, and that level of speci- 
ficity will give volumes of information on just about all the 
major cosmology questions still unanswered. 

At the simplest, we will be able to see density fluctuations 
that are much, much smaller than the gigantic spots seen by 
COBE. It’s believed that these small ripples are what helped 
seed stars and galaxies. If they can be mapped out in detail, 
then we should have a much better understanding of how 
these large structures formed. 
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Mapping the background radiation in such detail also 
would help determine the geometrical shape of the universe. 
The key here is also in the ripples in the radiation. These hot 
and cold spots of greater and lesser density can only be so 
large. Each spot must have homogenized into a specific tem- 
perature, so all points in the spot must be close enough to 
exchange heat and radiation. (Think back to the cups of hot 
chocolate that would be the same temperature only if they 
were touching.) But radiation (light) can travel only so fast, 
so there is a maximum size any of these spots could be— 
about five hundred thousand light-years across. Finding any- 
thing in the heavens that we can emphatically state is a spe- 
cific distance away or a specific distance across is always a big 
deal. There’s not much we can measure directly in the far 
reaches of space, so knowing that the largest spots are more 
or less five hundred thousand light-years across is as good as 
holding up a ruler in the sky. 

The trick, then, is to see how long that ruler appears 
from earth. If it looks like five hundred thousand light-years, 
then the universe is flat. If it looks larger than that, then the 
earth is positively curved; smaller, then it’s negatively curved. 
This may not seem inherently obvious at first, but it makes 
sense when you think about a flat map. As you look at a map 
of the earth along the highest and lowest latitudes, the im- 
age of the land gets severely distorted—the island of 
Greenland, less than a quarter the size of the United States, 
looks to be as big as the United States. This is a natural ef- 
fect of trying to draw something that is positively curved— 
the spherical earth—onto a flat plane. The same thing hap- 
pens in space. If we stare at a five-hundred-thousand-light- 
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year ruler way out in the universe, it’s going to appear large 
and distorted if in fact we’re living in a spherical universe. 
It’s going to look exactly right only if our universe is flat, 
if QO = 1. 

At the moment, several less ambitious projects have 
mapped small regions of the sky with the kinds of detail MAP 
hopes to achieve. These bits of the background radiation do 
seem to show an Q = 1 universe, but MAP will be measuring 
so much more of the sky that it will, it is hoped, present the 
definitive description for the shape of the universe. 

The incredible details of the cosmic background radia- 
tion expected from MAP will offer answers to another ques- 
tion about the shape of space, namely its topology. Topology 
isn’t quite the same thing as whether the universe is flat or 
curved, rather it has to do with whether the universe is infi- 
nite or finite, whether it curves back around onto itself or ex- 
tends outward forever. Certain geometries of the universe 
are inextricably linked to certain topologies. A spherical 
curve will always curve back in on itself into a ball, for exam- 
ple. But flat or saddle-shaped space might curve back in on 
itself and it might not. (It’s hard to imagine that “flat” space 
could “curve,” but it is theoretically possible: imagine a flat 
sheet of paper on which are drawn several parallel lines, and 
roll it into a cylinder. Then take the cylinder and curve it 
into a doughnut. It all seems vaguely curvy to the average 
eye, but those parallel lines will all still be parallel on this 
shape, and that’s what makes it “flat.”) 

If you live in a curvy world, then you could look in two di- 
rections and theoretically see the same thing from two dif- 
ferent sides (much the way that if you could somehow see far 
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enough, while standing on the globe, you could theoretically 
see the back of your own head). With an incredibly detailed 
map of the background radiation, we could compare bits in 
opposite directions to see if they match up. If the patterns 
overlap perfectly, then we would know that the universe was 
curving around on itself, that if a spaceship could travel far 
enough in one direction, it would eventually come back to 
where it started. This would not automatically tell us whether 
the universe was flat, but it would tell us whether the uni- 
verse was finite or infinite, whether it goes on forever or al- 
ways points you back in the direction you started. 

MAP also should give clues as to how much dark matter is 
thought to be in the universe. While invoking quintessence 
means that there doesn’t have to be quite as much dark matter 
as previously hoped, almost all aspects of cosmology still re- 
quire that there be some. Ata bare minimum, dark matter is still 
needed to explain why stars and galaxies move so much more 
quickly than we expect them to—extra gravity produced by 
some unseen mass is our best guess. Theorists also use dark 
matter to explain how large bodies such as stars and galaxies 
could have formed. Atoms and particles just wouldn’t have 
attracted each other enough to form such structures without 
some extra gravity from dark matter. And lastly, theories about 
the young universe all insist on some dark matter to make the 
correct amount of elements we see in the universe today. 
(Since those first critical formations of helium, hydrogen, and 
deuterium—known as nucleosynthesis—are one of the main 
supports for the big bang, getting them right on target is a 
fairly crucial consideration.) 

All of this means that determining how much dark 
matter there is in the universe, and what that dark matter 
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consists of, still is important to cosmologists. One way to do 
this is via the cosmic background radiation and what it 
looked like three hundred thousand years after the big 
bang. The background radiation began traveling at the mo- 
ment the universe lost just enough density that light could 
stream freely instead of getting reabsorbed by some passing 
particle. Until that point however, all the energy and parti- 
cles were trapped into one swirling mass of heat. If, in addi- 
tion to the photons and electrons, that giant ball was made 
of both baryonic matter (that’s all the normal stuff in the 
universe such as protons and neutrons) and dark matter, 
then the basic distribution of it all would be different de- 
pending on how much of each there was. 

The sluggish cold dark matter wouldn’t move much. It 
also wouldn't interact with the photons—after all, if it was af- 
fected by light, we’d have been able to see it. The baryonic 
matter, on the other hand, would be flowing around the 
dark matter like a fluid, exchanging energy with the elec- 
trons and the photons. Scientists know enough about the 
way fluids flow to reasonably predict how these various com- 
ponents would have moved. They even can describe how 
they should have oscillated: massive waves reverberated 
through the universe, creating various regions that got 
denser, or less dense, over time. These kinds of oscillations 
are nothing more than sound waves, since a sound wave sim- 
ply changes the density of air or water or matter as it travels 
through it. These waves have even been referred to as “the 
music of creation.” And, again, sound waves have been stud- 
ied by scientists for centuries and are fairly well understood. 

What does this mean for dark matter? If scientists can 
get a good look at the patterns of the background radiation, 
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with its patches of dense and less dense areas, and so un- 
derstand how the acoustic waves were spreading through the 
early universe, then they can compare those acoustic waves 
to what they’d expect to see from various amounts of dark 
matter. This is like hearing the note C played by a flute and 
played by a tuba—the sound waves that hit your ear are so 
different that you can tell the instruments apart. In the same 
way, if you looked at a graph of the sound waves you’d be 
able to tell the difference. In cosmology, examining the 
acoustic waves that rumbled through the microwave radia- 
tion leads to lovely graphs of frequencies—much like the 
multiple frequencies that add up to a single booming note 
on a pipe organ—which can point directly to how much 
nonbaryonic matter there must have been in that primor- 
dial fireball. Cosmologists talk about the “peaks” they expect 
to see, since the graphs look like S-curves that should show 
peaks at very specific values for different theories. It is 
hoped that MAP, with its detailed measurements of the den- 
sity ripples in the sky, will nail down these peaks once and 
for all to tell us exactly how much dark matter exists in our 
universe. 

There are some scientists, however, who say that the an- 
swer may already be in: smaller experiments may have an- 


swered the question and stolen some of MAP’s thunder. 


BALLOONS AND BOOMERANGS 


One of the first experiments to bring back data is known as 
BOOMERANG (short for Balloon Observations of Mil- 
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limetric Extragalactic Radiation and Geophysics). The 
BOOMERANG experiment involved thirty-six scientists 
from Canada, Italy, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States. It consisted of a state-of-the-art microwave telescope 
hanging beneath a balloon that hovered over the Antarctic 
for some ten days in late 1998. In that short time the tele- 
scope could record images from only a tiny portion of 
space—3 percent of the sky—but it did so at an amazing 
level of detail, examining fluctuations down to a hundred 
millionths of a degree. 

When the data were analyzed and all the noise filtered 
out, the BOOMERANG team announced in 2000 that they 
could clearly see the first peak of the S-curve, the first peak 
in the predicted acoustic frequencies. This first curve im- 
plied that the universe was flat, but didn’t help as much with 
predicting the amount of dark matter in the universe. Dur- 
ing the next year, however, they hammered out another two 
peaks on the curve. The shape of the curve has been largely 
backed up by several other experiments, including DASI 
(Degree Angular Scale Interferometer), which also observed 
the heavens from a perch in Antarctica, MAXIMA (Millime- 
ter Anisotropy Experiment Imaging Array), flown over 
North America; and CBI (Cosmic Background Imager), 
flown over Chile. 

In the spring of 2001, cosmologists from all four balloon 
experiments presented findings that seemed to agree with 
each other. They had hammered down the acoustic frequen- 
cies of that early universe. Showing a sound wave that would 
have produced a tone at the frequency of one cycle every four 
hundred thousand years—much too low for humans to hear, 
much too low for even whales to hear—the acoustic peaks 
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implied a flat universe with about 4.5 percent baryonic mat- 
ter. That leaves the universe with some 30 percent of dark mat- 
ter; the rest of the universe’s budget is used up by dark energy. 

The scientists presenting the curves were jubilant, 
amazed that the data from all four instruments matched up 
so well, and impressed that they correlated with what theo- 
rists had predicted years earlier. Since these acoustic curves 
match up so nicely with what was predicted for a universe 
created a la big bang and inflation, they lend a great deal of 
support for current cosmology theories. 


OTHER BEGINNINGS 


While inflation and its prediction of a perfectly flat universe 
may have gotten a boost of support from all this heavenly 
noise, it nevertheless remains true that inflation theory, oc- 
curring as it did in the first billionth of a trillionth of a tril- 
lionth of a second of the universe’s life, is fairly hard to prove 
conclusively. This means that occasionally new theories 
about those first moments get proposed. 

One such newbie—and perhaps the first truly viable al- 
ternative to inflation theory—is called the ekpyrotic uni- 
verse. (“Ekpyrotic” comes from an ancient Greek term for a 
universe periodically destroyed and reborn by fire—a possi- 
ble fate for our own universe in this theory.) The new theory 
was presented to cosmologists in spring 2001 by Paul Stein- 
hardt, a Princeton physicist previously mentioned in connec- 
tion with carving out the details of inflation theory, along 
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with his student Justin Khoury and physicists Neil Turok of 
Cambridge University and Burt Ovrut of the University of 
Pennsylvania. 

The ekpyrotic universe relies on a fairly new branch of 
physics known as M-theory. M-theory is an extension of com- 
prehensive theories called string theory or supersymmetry 
theory. No one can quite agree on what the “M” was origi- 
nally supposed to stand for, but since the theory rests on the 
idea that particles are made of thin membranes, many peo- 
ple think of it as short for “membrane theory.” M-theory ex- 
ists at the junction between cosmology and particle physics, 
describing the details of how particles and forces came to ex- 
ist in the first place, at the beginning of time. 

The M-theory world is a fairly complicated place. It’s a 
universe that’s made up not of four dimensions—the three 
dimensions of space and one of time—but eleven. One of 
these dimensions is time as before, three are the space we ex- 
perience, one is another spatial dimension we do not experi- 
ence, and six are rolled into tiny balls, so small that we barely 
need to concern ourselves with them at all. This is not an in- 
tuitive description of our universe, perhaps not one we can 
ever truly visualize, but when the math for this kind of reality 
gets worked out, all sorts of fantastic things happen. For one 
thing, the four forces in our universe—gravity, electromag- 
netic, strong, and weak—can all be made to fit together into 
a single theory. Before string theory, gravity was never suc- 
cessfully incorporated into the other three. M-theory also 
postulates the composition of particles. In early versions of 
string theory, particles were thought to be strings—tiny 
little loops vibrating with energy. M-theory added another 
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dimension, claiming that these little loops were actually 
whole membranes curled into a long tube, which looked like 
strings when viewed from the end.* 

These membranes, known simply as branes, also lie at the 
heart of the ekpyrotic universe. The pre—big bang universe— 
or really all of reality beyond our own universe, since in this 
model such a reality would still exist—was simply cold and 
vacuous space in which all actions happened slowly and over 
long periods of time. This is a space with four spatial dimen- 
sions and one of time. And in it were floating two large four- 
dimensional branes, flattened out and parallel to each other, 
like two sheets hanging on adjacent clotheslines. The entire 
system likes to keep these branes flat and parallel, and so over a 
very long time, the branes would align themselves evenly, 
smoothing themselves out, although some quantum fluctua- 
tions on the surface would always remain. One of these flat 
sheets comprises our visible universe, while the other one is an 
alternate parallel universe. These two flat sheets would be 
moving toward each other, gently accelerating until they 
slammed into each other. The energy of the smash would give 
the nascent universe all the energy and matter it would have 
until the end of time; it would be the bang that started our 
cosmos. 

While inflation theory solves the problem of how the 
universe became flat by theorizing some intensely fast period 


*Adding this extra dimension to the strings was an important step toward validating 
string theory. Originally there were several versions of string theory, none of which 
quite overlapped any of the others. However, once you incorporated an additional 
dimension, taking the string theories from ten dimensions up to eleven, suddenly 
all the string theories appeared equivalent, or at least variations on a single theme. 
It is the eleven-dimensional larger theory, which includes all the previous versions 
of string theory, that is now known as M-theory. 
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of growth, the ekpyrotic universe takes the opposite tack. 
The modern universe is flat because the two branes moved 
so slowly and had a huge amount of time to even out and 
flatten. By the time they came into contact, both were al- 
ready so symmetrical that the universe naturally was, too. 
Given that amount of time, it’s also understandable that the 
entire brane had reached about the same temperature, that 
it was symmetrically heated, and thus the horizon problem— 
the fact that the universe seems to be the same temperature 
in all directions—is solved as well. 

The ekpyrotic universe has answers for several of the 
other standard problems in the big bang theory.* We see no 
monopoles in the universe, says the ekpyrotic model, because 
in this scenario they simply were never produced. By invoking 
the branes, the universe doesn’t ever have to be as hot as it 
would have been during inflation. Any worrisome bizarre par- 
ticles that might have been created in that intense heat are in- 
stantly eradicated. And last, this universe seeds stars and 
galaxies and other such large-scale structures simply with the 
inherent quantum fluctuations that would have been on the 
primordial branes as they crashed into each other. 

Another nice thing about this model is that it’s testable— 
not with currently planned experiments, but nevertheless 
testable. Inflation theory and the ekpyrotic universe would 
each have created subtly different versions of the modern 
universe. For one thing, the gravity waves—waves that rum- 
ble through space itself, the way an ocean crest rumbles 
through water—produced by each would be completely 


*These are problems that modern inflation theory solves as well. The point isn’t 
that the ekpyrotic universe surpasses inflation as a theory, only that it seems to be as 
robust. 
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different. An inflationary universe would have created grav- 
ity waves of all different frequencies, while an ekpyrotic be- 
ginning would have created only very specific gravity waves. 
Two sets of experiments are under way to detect gravity 
waves, but neither is sensitive enough to detect the different 
polarizations needed to distinguish between inflationary and 
ekpyrotic theory. 

Another difference between the two is that inflationary 
theory, for all its successes, doesn’t jibe well with superstring 
physics. As more and more particle physicists embrace 
M-theory, they may well be drawn over to the ekpyrotic the- 
ory for the simple reason that it fits better with the current 
beliefs about fundamental physics. 

At this point it’s impossible to predict which theory, if ei- 
ther, will come out on top. The concept of inflation has been 
around for more than twenty years and is well understood. 
The ekpyrotic universe, on the other hand, is just getting on 
its feet. Scientists may soon find some fatal flaw and dismiss it 
completely, or, as time goes on, more research could show it 
to fit in perfectly with the rest of cosmology. 

While we won’t know until such research is done 
whether the ekpyrotic universe is a viable theory, it’s fairly ex- 
citing nonetheless. It’s the first intriguing attempt to apply 
M-theory to cosmology theories, and it holds out hope for 
additional connections between the two. There are other 
things that M-theory could smooth out within cosmology, if 
the theories could be perfected. For example, M-theory’s ex- 
tra dimensions could be the answer to our dark matter prob- 
lem. While we can’t sense most things in any parallel uni- 
verses, M-theory states that gravity could be felt across the 
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dimensions. Perhaps dark matter is merely normal matter in 
some parallel world. 

Multidimensional branes also could reduce the smooth- 
ness problem. Our universe might be so homogenous because 
it’s smoothing out in an alternate dimension—regions of the 
universe are actually close enough in this unseen dimension 
for them to reach the same temperature, even though they 
appear too far away in our reality to exchange heat. 

Inflation is no doubt still the leading contender for how 
the universe began. The ekpyrotic model is the new kid on the 
block, the seventy-five-pound weakling. And, of course, by 
introducing so many unproved dimensions, it loses the sim- 
plicity scientists prefer in their theories. It will have to prove it- 
self in future tests, and other scientists will have to build on it 
before it will be considered a serious threat. But the model is 
interesting because it is the first alternative in decades that 
has captured the mainstream imagination. The ekpyrotic uni- 
verse stands out because it shows that even though inflation 
theory has been around and gaining support for twenty-five 
years, it’s not particularly well tested. A new theory like this 
can still match all the facts as we know them. 
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The Edge of the Unknown 


The big bang—glitches and all—offers a satisfactory expla- 
nation of how the universe came to be. And yet it leaves so 
many questions unanswered. 

Why is there a universe at all? Is there a creator? How was 
something formed out of nothing? Why are the laws of 
physics exactly as they are? Is our universe one among many? 
How will the universe end? And, of course, what happened 
before the big bang? 

There are a multitude of answers to questions like these, 
some that even sound plausible. The answers invariably con- 
tain a bit of math, a bit of philosophy, and a whole bunch of 
imaginative license. Basically these questions take us well out 
of the realm of experimental, provable science. We simply 
do not have the tools to test any of the theories—and in fact 
no one has been able to conceive of some future technology 
that could test most of them. Of course, history has taught 
that the “inconceivable” often becomes the conceivable 
faster than anyone could have predicted, so few people 
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would swear that solving such problems is fundamentally out 
of reach. But for the time being at least, it seems that some 
questions must be answered by the thoroughly unscientific, 
time-honored tradition of what makes sense. 

Here follow some of the common answers to the ques- 
tions above, but do not be lured into thinking that they 
are absolute, agreed-upon, or even reasonably scientific 
solutions. We have reached the edge of the unknown. It is 
hard to know how, or even if, it’s possible to prove any of them. 


WHY ARE THE LAWS OF PHYSICS 
AS THEY ARE?— PART I 


The big bang theory offers an explanation for how the uni- 
verse started, but it does not inherently satisfy the human 
longing to truly understand why we exist. We still crave some 
answer whereby the creation of the universe, the laws of our 
universe, the birth of mankind, all we see, was somehow in- 
evitable. (Religions seek this as much as science does. A classic 
Judaeo-Christian theological conundrum is to assess why 
God, omnipotent and self-sufficient as he is, even bothered to 
create humans.) Cosmologists seek this sense of inevitability 
within the bounds of the current mathematical framework. 
By postulating gravity, Newton provided this kind of in- 
evitability to describe why the planets traveled around the 
sun and why they traveled in the perfect ellipses described by 
Kepler. Theorize a force, understand the way it works and— 
ta-da!—Newton solved a problem so neatly that everyone 
agreed the solar system really could work no other way. Cos- 
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mologists want that same kind of comfort zone for the big 
bang, an explanation that neatly, simply, beautifully de- 
scribes why our universe exists as it currently does, why that 
first singularity had no choice but to explode into a gigantic 
expanse of space. 

Inflation theory offers a bit of that long-sought sense of in- 
evitability. If inflation theory is correct, it offers a description 
of the early universe that could have resulted in no other real- 
ity than the one we see today. Exponentially expanding space 
had no choice but to create a smooth, homogenous universe. 
All well and good, but in many ways inflation theory simply 
pushes the “whys” back a step, because scientists must next de- 
termine why inflation itself was inevitable. 

One solution has been postulated by Russian physicist 
Andrei Linde: chaotic inflation. In this version of events, uni- 
verses are constantly morphing into existence as part of 
some larger multiverse. The singularity that started our own 
universe, then, is a regular occurrence in the multiverse. 
With one stroke Linde created a model in which the singu- 
larity at the beginning of time really isn’t that remarkable. 
Inflation is simply an automatic consequence of a false vac- 
uum. Nothingness inherently leads to somethingness in the 
theory, the formation of matter becomes a completely ex- 
pected occurrence, and so we are given a reason why the big 
bang isn’t all that extraordinary. 

With so very many of these universes popping into exis- 
tence, one imagines they must come in all shapes and sizes— 
or, more accurately, with all different types of physical laws. 
The force of gravity in an alternate universe might be much 
stronger than the force of electromagnetism, for example, 
unlike what exists in our universe. Some of these systems will 
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disappear as quickly as they began—large gravity, of course, 
would exert a force so strong that a nascent universe would 
collapse instantly. Another universe might survive but per- 
haps remain forever a smooth gas, never creating stars and 
planets; another might be too hot, or too cold, for life. Re- 
gardless, with so very many of these universes popping into 
existence, it isn’t all that amazing that at least one was formed 
as ours was, with just the right conditions for galaxies, for 
atoms, for intelligent life. With chaotic inflation, Linde cre- 
ated that sense of inevitability we crave. 

Except for the obvious question: What started the multi- 
verse? Where did that come from? Why does it work the way it 
does? The multiverse describes a physical reality that has been 
around forever, and so once again, humans confront whether 
that idea, the idea of an eternal physical reality with no begin- 
ning, is palatable or satisfying on a gut—not scientific—level. 
(The multiverse as so described is not unlike the steady state 
theory—an eternally existing universe generating constant 
creation of new material. And therefore it makes sense that it 
runs into the same problem: the very human reaction of feel- 
ing unsettled when not offered a moment of creation.) 


WHY ARE THE LAWS OF PHYSICS 
AS THEY ARE?— PART II 


Another explanation for why the laws of physics turned out 
exactly as they did comes from M-theory. M-theory is the 
same theory that underlies the ekpyrotic universe model. It’s 
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an example of what’s called a Grand Unification Theory (or 
simply GUT), since one of its main goals is to “unify” the 
four forces in nature. M-theory holds that all the forces were 
in fact identical at the very high energies and temperatures 
of the early universe. 

One of the biggest difficulties with M-theory is that the 
math needed to tackle the physics simply doesn’t exist yet. 
This is a first for science. The usual story goes the other way: 
As scientists tackle a new field they discover that some eso- 
teric bit of math that no one has much used applies perfectly 
to the problem at hand. (Einstein, for example, made use of 
a little-known field of geometry known as Reimann surfaces, 
named after Bernard Reimann, who developed the math in 
the nineteenth century.) M-theory has been described as a 
twenty-first-century science that found its way into the twen- 
tieth century—and the math that does apply to it tends to be 
highly esoteric. Consequently many people discuss strings 
solely in nice, broad metaphors that are easier to under- 
stand. These surely do a disservice to the precision of the 
theory, but into metaphors we must go. 

M-theory attempts to explain how particles and forces 
were created in the earliest moments. One can liken the 
process of the four fundamental forces coalescing in the earli- 
est universe to that of ice crystals forming on the surface of a 
lake. Originally the liquid water atoms are evenly distributed, 
as likely to face in one direction as in any other. Butas the tem- 
perature drops in winter, chunks of ice will freeze, forming 
specific crystal structures, locking water atoms into specific 
configurations. One can imagine separate chunks forming all 
over the surface of the lake, each with its water atoms oriented 
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in different positions, and the directions of all the atoms in 
these various ice floes would have basically been assigned ran- 
domly. They would have frozen into that crystalline shape 
based on random factors—just how cold a wind blew across 
just which part of the lake at just what time, for example. 

M-theory postulates that something similar may have 
happened to create the forces of nature we see in today’s 
universe. Originally everything was even and the same. The 
force of electromagnetism equaled gravity equaled the weak 
force equaled the strong force. As the universe expanded 
dramatically via inflation, and as temperature and energy 
levels dropped, the four fundamental forces of nature 
“froze” into specific strengths. Of course, this version of how 
the forces came to be still leaves quite a bit to chance, and 
once again leaves one with as many questions as answers. 
Since those forces needed to be so very precise for the uni- 
verse to have lasted as long as it has, one has to wonder how 
they “randomly” froze into such perfect values. Many scien- 
tists hold out hope that as they understand more about 
branes, they’ll discover that the process simply wasn’t as ran- 
dom as it currently appears. They hope that the values of the 
forces are somehow connected, that somehow once one 
force froze into a specific strength, the others were con- 
strained to specific values—values that would create a uni- 
verse like the one we live in. In this way the incredible preci- 
sion of the forces would make sense, and M-theory would 
have given that missing sense of inevitability to why the laws 
of physics should be as they are. 

Unfortunately, no matter how pretty M-theory is and how 
well it fits in with cosmology and particle physics, rigorous 
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testing of such Grand Unified Theories is currently well-nigh 
impossible. The four forces we experience in this universe 
were connected only at the incredible energies and tempera- 
tures right after the big bang. To simulate conditions that ex- 
treme would require an accelerator several light-years long. 


How DID THE BIG BANG GREATE 
SOMETHING OUT OF NOTHING? 


Some attempts to answer this claim that there really was 
something before the big bang. Linde’s chaotic inflation 
and the ekpyrotic universe both presume some state of re- 
ality before our universe was created. But if there truly was 
only a vacuum before the bang, then inflationary theory 
has an answer. (With inflationary theory neatly solving so 
many dilemmas, one begins to understand why cosmolo- 
gists are reluctant to scrap it, despite its being relatively un- 
provable.) 

First, one needs a reasonable definition of “nothing.” 
The nothingness at the beginning of the universe had zero 
energy and zero mass, a perfectly acceptable description of a 
vacuum. Of course, this vacuum was a special quantum vac- 
uum, and quantum mechanics decrees that entities are not 
“exactly” any number—not even “exactly” zero. So the 
amount of mass in this scenario actually fluctuates around 
zero, with bits and particles fleeting into existence for the 
briefest of moments here and there. Most of these flip in- 
stantly back into nothingness. 
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However, the bit of mass—or field of energy, since mass 
and energy are equivalent, per Einstein’s equation E = mc?— 
that started our universe came attached to an inflationary 
field. This field, as you will recall from chapter 4, has an anti- 
gravitational force, causing it to expand at unimaginably fast 
rates. But what’s most important for our current discussion is 
that an antigravitational force has negative energy. Negative 
energy sounds like a neat math trick, simply a number with a 
minus placed in front of it. But as evidenced by that fantastic 
repulsive force creating expansion, the concept of negative 
energy has a very real physical description. 

So at the beginning of time there is a huge field of neg- 
ative energy coupled with the sudden appearance of greater- 
than-zero mass. But mass and energy are equivalent. Add 
these two amounts together and you’ve still got zero total 
mass and energy. It’s possible that if you added up all the en- 
ergy and all the mass in our entire universe it might still 
equal zero. So the question “How did something come from 
nothing?” ceases to be a problem, because there is no “some- 
thing.” To this day we may exist in a zero mass-plus-energy 
universe, exactly equivalent to the “nothing” that came be- 
fore the big bang. 


WILL THE UNIVERSE END? 


In day-to-day life on earth, the past is much easier to discern 
than the future, but it’s not the same with the universe. This 
book is a testament to the fact that unraveling our past has 
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been fairly complicated. But if we could understand the pre- 
cise organization of the universe today, we should in princi- 
ple be able to predict our future fairly accurately. 

There are only a few basic possibilities. The universe as a 
whole could forever expand into an empty wasteland, even- 
tually contract, stay the same forever, or be destroyed in a 
moment by some mind-bogglingly massive destructive force. 
None of the scenarios is all that pretty—or one that a human 
would particularly enjoy experiencing. (And thankfully, with 
the exception of the last, all of them would be billions of 
years in the future.) 

In the forever-expanding scenario—which would hap- 
pen if the universe was fundamentally open without enough 
matter to make it slow down and reverse, as the accelerating- 
universe theories suggest—all matter would pull farther and 
farther away over the eons. On shorter scales, though, 
clumps of matter would pull together. Just as stars have grav- 
itated into galaxies and galaxies have gravitated into clusters 
over time, so matter would collect into ever denser pockets 
that would all be ever farther away from each other. These 
pockets, however, would not be eternal. Stars die, after all, 
and energy sources run out. As these pockets of light extin- 
guished themselves, blowing up into electrons and protons, 
the particles would drift even farther apart. And these, too, 
over unimaginable eons, would decay. Finally, the whole uni- 
verse would be nothing more than a near vacuum, with an 
occasional photon or neutrino whizzing by. Still expanding, 
it would just get more and more dilute. . . forever. 

A universe that dies in a fiery crunch, while still disas- 
trous for life, is a bit more exciting. In this scenario, the force 
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of gravity eventually slows the expansion of the universe to a 
complete halt and then starts pulling it back in, as gravity 
does to a fly ball, which must inevitably come back down. Ini- 
tially there would be no obvious sign that the universe had 
begun to contract, though eventually we would notice that 
stars seemed to be blueshifted, showing that they’re coming 
toward us, instead of redshifted, like the receding stars we 
see today. It also has been suggested that somehow our un- 
derstanding of the direction of time might change as well. At 
the moment we obviously remember the past and not the fu- 
ture. There seems to be a definite direction to the arrow of 
time, heading forward. It has been discussed, however, that 
we may somehow be conditioned to always experience time 
as going away from the initial or final singularity of the uni- 
verse. So as the universe began to contract, we might start ex- 
periencing time backward—remembering the future, while 
the past remains unknown. This, too, is just the kind of thing 
that can emerge from math equations but that doesn’t have 
much chance of being tested in the here and now. 
Regardless of the time component, things would be fairly 
different on the return trip. For one thing, while the early uni- 
verse was naturally very simple and evenly heated, the late uni- 
verse will have already separated into clusters of galaxies and 
stars. As these get closer and closer together to one another 
they will heat up all of space, creating an intense background 
radiation and making the sky glow red. Hotter and hotter still, 
space would pass through the colors of the spectrum, getting 
yellow, than white-hot. Eventually it would be so hot that stars 
couldn’t give off their heat into the atmosphere and would ex- 
plode from the pressure. In the last few minutes, the heat 


would keep building up to unimaginable temperatures, strip- 


168 


THE EDGE OF THE UNKNOWN 


ping all atoms of their particles, leaving nothing but a quark 
soup. Black holes—the only structures left—would begin to 
merge, until finally the entire universe as we know it would 
collapse into one infinitely dense, tiny singularity, ending all 
space and time.’ 

There is a slight variation on the contracting-universe 
scenario, in which the universe collapses but bounces back 
like a yo-yo, recoiling from the final singularity with a new 
big bang for a new universe. In this model the universe exists 
forever, expanding and contracting for eternity. It’s a fairly 
comforting vision, if only because it explains how the big 
bang was created, but from currently understood physics it’s 
fairly hard to accept. As mentioned in chapter 5, there 
doesn’t seem to be any mechanism allowing for a rebound. 
In addition, if such a bounce had already occurred, we 
would expect to see heavy particles left over from the uni- 
verse’s previous incarnations, and we don’t. Nevertheless, 
many scientists pursue this model, hoping to find some phys- 
ical mechanism for this intellectually satisfying solution. 

Traditionally, scientists have assumed that expanding for- 
ever or collapsing were the two basic options, and if we could 
just figure out how dense the universe is, we’d be able to 
know which option would happen. However, the recent dis- 
covery that the universe’s expansion might be accelerating 
suggests that we know much less than we think. We’ve always 
known that the amount of the universe we can see is less 
than what actually exists, but an accelerating universe im- 
plies it could be thousands and thousands of times bigger 
than the minute part that’s visible. 

If that’s the case, if we are seeing only a tiny percentage 
of the whole, then how can we presume to say we know 
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anything? While we might determine the density of our own 
observable bit, we can’t claim to know what is going on 
throughout the entirety of space—and so could never accu- 
rately predict how the universe will end. 

That leaves the last two scenarios for the end of the uni- 
verse: that perhaps it will stay exactly as it is now for all 
time, or that it might end in some cataclysmic disaster. The 
former would mean that everything we think we know 
about the universe, including the fact that it’s expanding, 
is mistaken, and that the laws of physics are not as we un- 
derstand them. All of that is certainly possible, but not 
likely. And we have no real way of predicting the latter op- 
tion either, although in the ekpyrotic universe, in which 
the universe was created by two membranes colliding, 
there is certainly a way for such a disaster to occur. All that 
has to happen is for another floating brane to splat into 
ours, and all of space would be destroyed. (In fact, in a 
fairly unsettling version of events it’s possible that since the 
two sheets that formed the universe were accelerating to- 
ward each other, the current acceleration of the universe 
might be a sign that such a great splat of destruction is 


about to occur again.) 


IS THERE A GREATOR? 


This question is so squarely outside the realm of science that 
you’d think no one would even attempt to use science to 
prove or disprove a creator, but this isn’t the case. Many sci- 
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entists see the very existence of scientific explanations as 
enough to disprove a deity absolutely. After all, if you can use 
natural explanations to describe perfectly how the universe 
began and how it runs, why would you invoke some outside 
source of power? That would be as ad hoc as supposing that 
angels are needed to keep the planets spinning around the 
sun. Gravity replaced angels, and the big bang replaced a 
creator. 

But one can also use science to support a deity. For all 
the fiddling with inflation theory and string theory in some 
attempt to explain the inevitableness of modern physics, the 
fact remains that the universe is finely tuned for human life. 
The minutest of changes in the size of the weak force would 
make it impossible for hydrogen—necessary for both the 
formation of water and the constant fueling of the sun—to 
form. A change in the strong force would have made it im- 
possible for protons to form at all, or if they did, the change 
would have forced stars to burn out some quintillion times 
faster than they currently do. The relative strengths of grav- 
ity and electromagnetism had a 1 in 10*° chance of being 
fixed in the exact ratio needed for stable suns to form.” 
These are just a few of the examples of how perfectly the 
universe seems adjusted for life, and intelligent life, to arise. 
Many have argued that the coincidences are too great. Such 
a universe as ours, with stars destined to last as long as 
needed for a warm planet to form, with water created in 
abundance, with a gravitational force keeping the universe 
from collapsing too soon, simply must have been created es- 
pecially for us. 

Neither answer is scientific. Pick the one you like better. 
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WHAT GAME BEFORE THE BIG BANG? 


An elegant answer to this question comes from the Cam- 
bridge physicist Roger Penrose, who said that asking this 
question is like asking what is north of the North Pole. The 
concept simply doesn’t apply. The term “north” no longer 
has meaning at the Pole, and the term “before” doesn’t have 
meaning when all of space and time was created in the big 
bang itself. Pre-big bang nothingness is absolute. 

Nice rhetoric, but distinctly unsatisfying. Other options 
as to what came before rely on Linde’s multiverse: We’re part 
of some larger conglomeration of universes, continually 
spawning new growths. Unfortunately, the nature of the big 
bang implies that we can never see what happened on the 
other side. This intense singularity destroyed any informa- 
tion we might have reaped from the rest of the multiverse— 
we can never probe earlier in time. 

So that’s not such a satisfying an answer either. Neither 
one really makes you want to lean back and say, “Aha, now I 
get it. That makes perfect sense.” But the solution that 
makes you feel that way probably won’t come from science. 
Perhaps future generations will come up with an entirely dif- 
ferent process for learning such things—something beyond 
the scientific method itself—but for now any description of a 
pre-big bang universe brings us right back to storytelling 
again, no more accurate than ancient religious myths. 

The big bang may turn out to be the perfect, hundred- 
percent-accurate description of how our universe began. 
Inflation theory, galaxy formation, dark matter, dark 
energy—these additions may all be hammered out into a 
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perfect, glitch-free picture of cosmology, and yet they will 
never answer the kinds of questions asked here. Science 
can explain the “hows,” but it will always lead one back to 
more “whys.” 

Fundamentally there are only two options to how the 
universe began: Either it has been around forever, or it be- 
gan at some point in time. Neither one, philosophically, on a 
gut level, seems a full answer. And cosmology, as it currently 
stands, is not equipped to help. 


THE FUTURE 


The history of cosmology is filled with unexamined assump- 
tions that were overturned to gain new perspectives. Some of 
these assumptions seem odd to us today. Why would anyone 
have assumed, as Kepler did, that Plato’s perfect polygons 
would govern the way the planets moved? But as we look at 
modern times, those mistaken assumptions are less obvious. 
Before Einstein, for example, everyone quite naturally be- 
lieved that time and space were two separate entities. Ein- 
stein saw a connection between them, discarded the old as- 
sumption, and bound the two together forever as dependent 
on each other. Now scientists think of space and time as in- 
tricately entwined. The same goes for energy and mass— 
long perceived to be entirely different, until Einstein said 
they were equivalent. 

As another modern example, take string theory. Every- 


one assumed we live in a three-dimensional universe. That’s 
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a pretty natural assumption, but string theorists now say we 
may live in an eleven-dimensional universe. Once they dis- 
carded their 3-D assumptions, they finally managed to pro- 
duce theories wherein all four forces were equivalent, some- 
thing theorists had been trying to do for most of the twen- 
tieth century. 

The point is that our assumptions are extraordinarily in- 
trinsic. In our lives, space and time don’t seem to connect, 
and our reality exists in only three dimensions, so it’s amaz- 
ing that anyone managed to see beyond these beliefs for the 
sake of a better theory. It’s even more amazing that we can’t 
begin to know what similar assumptions limit us now, what 
unexamined suppositions about the universe might be road- 
blocks keeping us from unraveling the next bit of cosmology 
theory. 

We cannot possibly identify all our unquestioned 
assumptions—this book surely contains many. But cosmol- 
ogy is poised to move quickly over the next few decades, and 
more of these assumptions will become clear. We will watch 
as old assumptions are discarded and as new theories take 
their place. 

The big bang theory is robust, well tested, and well ac- 
cepted, but it is still a theory that is alive, that is changing, 
that is not quite whole. Parts of it may be overturned com- 
pletely. With new experiments to be launched, with ever bet- 
ter telescopes, with bigger and bigger accelerators, the years 
ahead in cosmology are going to be riveting. 
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Following is an approximate timeline of the earliest uni- 
verse. Though the big bang theory is well accepted by the 
bulk of physicists as governing the new universe’s life from a 
minute on, various hypotheses have been suggested to tell 
the story of the first sixty seconds. The numbers and ac- 
counts given here should not be considered absolutely accu- 


rate. 


PLANCK TIME 


Time: 10° *° second 


Universe size: 1/100 cm 


At Planck Time, the temperature of the universe is 10°”? Cel- 
sius and the density is 10°° kg/cm? (the density of a rock is 
roughly 3 kg/cm*). These numbers are so extreme that 
they’re at the very limits of what we can describe using the 
theory of relativity. M-theory, the modern, untested theory 
that represents particles as tiny, vibrating strings, does at- 
tempt to describe this era: it was a time when the four fun- 


damental forces were equal (though they would shortly 
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freeze into distinct values). Planck Time is considered the 
farthest back in history we can probe with current physics. It 
is, for all intents and purposes, the beginning of our uni- 


verse. 


INFLATION 


Time: 10 °° second to 107 ** second 
Universe size: Expanding from overwhelmingly small to over- 
whelmingly large. 


If the theory of inflation is correct (see chapter 4), then 
the entire universe now expands dramatically—to a size 
perhaps much larger than today’s visible universe—in an in- 
finitesimally short time. Inflation produces a dramatically 
larger universe at earlier times than an “uninflated” big 
bang. 


ALTERNATIVE: EKPYROTIC UNIVERSE 


Time: Before the universe’s expansion 
Universe size: Undetermined 


If the ekpyrotic version of the universe is correct (see chap- 
ter 6), it would replace the inflationary scenario. Two float- 
ing membranes slowly collide, triggering the formation of 
matter and initiating big bang expansion. 
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THE FIRST ONE-HUNDREDTH 
OF A SECOND 


Time: 10° * second 

Universe size: Variable in different theories. Perhaps about the 
size of the solar system, perhaps many times larger than the 
currently observable universe, if certain inflation theories 
are correct. 

During the first one-hundredth of a second, the universe 
steadily expands but continues to be incredibly dense and in- 
credibly hot. The energies reached could produce the heavi- 
est of particles, not just protons and neutrons, but also un- 
common particles such as the family of mesons, rarely 
observed today except in high-energy accelerators. These 
continually collide, particles and antiparticles annihilating 
each other, creating more energy and extra photons— 
photons instantly reabsorbed by yet more passing particles. 
Conditions are too extreme for neutrons and protons to ever 


join up to form atoms. 


THE FIRST SECOND 


Time: 1 second 


The universe has now cooled to below 10 billion °C and the 
various particles swarming around begin to lose energy. Col- 
lisions no longer create enough energy to form new pho- 
tons; instead, particles and antiparticles simply annihilate 
each other. Had there been exactly the same amount of 
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matter and antimatter in the universe at this stage, all par- 
ticles would have been destroyed. Fortunately, there was an 
excess of particles, and these survived. The ratio of neu- 
trons to protons freezes at about one neutron for every six 


protons. 


NUGLEOSYNTHESIS 


Time: | minute 


The universe, still expanding, continues to cool until pro- 
tons and neutrons can stick together via the strong force. 
They begin to coalesce into the lighter elements such as he- 
lium, hydrogen, and deuterium. The first atoms are formed. 
The bulk of helium and deuterium in the universe today 
was created during this period of nucleosynthesis. Thus, all 
theories about the origin of the universe, must correlate to 
the amount of helium and deuterium we measure today. 


DECOUPLING 


Time: 300,000 years 


While atoms began to form within a few minutes of the big 
bang, the universe is nevertheless overwhelmingly domi- 
nated by photons (i.e., radiation) for the next several hun- 
dred thousand years. This period is consequently known as 
the radiation era. The photons bounce around, constantly 
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being emitted and reabsorbed by existing particles. As a re- 
sult, the whole primordial soup has time to reach a fairly 
even temperature. As the universe continues to expand and 
cool, the density drops until there is enough room for pho- 
tons to travel long distances without smashing into other par- 
ticles. The moment when radiation finally begins to roam 
free is known as decoupling, and it’s this outpouring of per- 
fectly even light that is measured today as the cosmic back- 
ground radiation. Because the moment of decoupling marks 
the first time light streamed free, it is also the farthest back 
in time we can actually “see” with telescopes. 


STAR AND GALAXY FORMATION 


Time: 1 million years 


While the universe at the time of the decoupling is incredi- 
bly smooth, some slight fluctuations exist. These spots of 
higher density act as seeds, naturally attracting more mater- 
ial, which coalesces into the cosmic structures we see today. 
Just how these structures formed is still being debated. More 
confusingly, the amount of material we see in the universe 
today does not seem to have enough gravity to create stars 
and galaxies as we currently observe them. To account for 
this discrepancy, scientists have postulated that there is nine 
times more invisible “dark matter” in the universe than mat- 
ter we can actually see—although the search is still on to find 
all of it. 
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anthropic principle. The notion that since humans exist in 
the universe, the universe must be a place conducive to hu- 
man life. A stronger version of the principle maintains that 
any universe would necessitate the existence of humans. 


apparent brightness. A measure of how bright a star appears 
to be when viewed from Earth. 


atom. The smallest part of a substance that can exist and still 
be that substance. An atom is made of a nucleus surrounded 
by electrons. Atoms make up elements; the kind of element is 
dependant on the number of electrons, protons, and neu- 
trons present in the atom. When you break down atoms fur- 
ther, the parts cease to be elements and are considered sub- 
atomic particles. 


big bang theory. The widely held belief that the universe be- 
gan approximately fifteen billion years ago, when a fireball 
expanded into the universe we see today. The three main 
pieces of evidence for the theory are the cosmic background 
radiation, nucleosynthesis, and the expansion of the uni- 


verse. 


big crunch. A friendly name for the decidedly unfriendly sce- 
nario whereby the universe ceases to expand, reverses direc- 
tion, and eventually collapses in on itself. 


branes. The most basic form of matter in M-theory, an un- 
proven theory describing the fundamental forces and parti- 


cles in the universe. A brane with no dimensions is a point- 
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like particle, a brane with one dimension is a string, and a 
brane with two dimensions is a sheet. 


cepheid variables. A class of stars whose brightness varies in 
predictable patterns over time. Scientists can use the rate of 
these changes to determine the absolute brightness of the 
star. Then, by comparing it to how bright the star appears on 
Earth—the apparent brightness—they can figure out how 
far away the Cepheid is. Cepheids, therefore, are used to ac- 
curately measure distances around the universe. 


cosmic background radiation (or cosmic microwave back- 
ground). Radiation left over from the big bang—specifically 
about 300,000 years after the big bang, when the baby uni- 
verse was finally cool enough for radiation to stream freely. 
That this radiation is still detectable today is considered one 
of the proofs for the big bang theory. 


cosmological constant. A number arbitrarily included by Ein- 
stein in the first relativity equations. The constant kept the 
universe static, a counterbalance to the force of gravity. 
While Einstein later believed the cosmological constant to 
have been a mistake, modern cosmologists have begun once 
again to include it, or something similar, based on recent ev- 
idence that the universe may in fact have some kind of anti- 
gravitational force causing it to expand faster than expected. 


cosmology. The study of the universe. Cosmologists seek to 
learn how the universe formed, what it looks like today, and 
what its ultimate fate may be. 


curvature of space. Refers to the concept that all of space is 
curved due to the matter it contains. One can envision this 
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by thinking of our globe: the earth’s gravity keeps one walk- 
ing along a curved line, despite the fact that the path may 
appear flat to the walker. Space may be similarly curved, 
though it appears flat. 


dark matter. Any matter that we cannot see, either via visible 
light or other electromagnetic radiation. Dark matter is de- 
tectable solely because we observe its gravity. The amount of 
dark matter in the universe will affect whether the universe 
itself will ever stop expanding and reverse into a big crunch. 


Doppler effect. The change in frequency in a wave that an 
observer would note when the object emitting the wave is 
moving. One can hear the effect in the changed pitch of an 
ambulance siren as it passes. The Doppler effect also 
changes the frequency of light coming from a moving star 
(and per the expansion of the big bang theory, all stars are 
moving), changing the color of the light. 


ekpyrotic universe theory. A new and untested theory based 
on M-theory that suggests the universe began when two gi- 
gantic branes collided. This theory does not contradict the 
big bang theory, but, if true, would likely replace the infla- 
tion theory. 


electron. A subatomic particle found in an atom, orbiting the 
nucleus. In the early years of the universe, however, electrons 
roamed freely, apart from any atoms. Electrons are much 
smaller than protons and neutrons, and are negatively charged. 


elementary particles. Particles that cannot be broken into 
smaller pieces. These include, among others, quarks and 


electrons. An atom is not an elementary particle since it can 
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be broken down even further. The big bang theory postu- 
lates that all elementary particles in the universe today were 


made in the first moments of the universe’s existence. 


expansion. Discovered by Edwin Hubble in 1929, the observa- 
tion that the bulk of matter in the universe seems to be moving 
away from us, implying that the universe is growing. Expan- 
sion is considered one of the proofs for the big bang theory. 


galaxy. A collection of stars. Most galaxies are so far away that 
while a single galaxy may contain ten billion stars, it appears 
as a single star to the naked eye. 


gravity. The mutual attraction all matter has for all other 
matter. Sir Isaac Newton perceived this as a force pulling two 
objects together. With relativity, Albert Einstein suggested 
gravity was caused by matter curving the space around it, 
causing objects to fall inward, much like a weight sitting in 
the middle of a trampoline that causes everything else to slip 
into the center. 


inflation theory. A theory proposed by Alan Guth in 1980 
stating that the earliest moments of the universe were char- 
acterized by dramatic, exponential rates of expansion. While 
not proven, it fits in with the big bang theory and is accepted 
by much of the cosmological community. 


light year. The distance light travels in a year, equal to 
10,000,000,000,000 km. A light year is not a measure of time. 


MACHO. Massive Compact Halo Object, which is a dense 
celestial object the size of a large planet, such as Jupiter. 
MACHOs are the only form of dark matter that has been de- 
tected. 
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M-theory. An untested theory that seeks to explain the basic 
structure of matter and how the four forces of nature—gravy- 
ity, electromagnetism, the weak electric force, and the strong 
electric force—are linked together. M-theory is the newest 
name for what was once called superstring theory. 


multiverse. A collection of numerous universes in which 
each universe is constantly spawning new ones in bursts of in- 
flation much like the burst that is thought to have created 
our own. The multiverse scenario solves the problem of why 
our universe is so finely tuned for life: in a multiverse, ours is 
one of many, and it is not so odd that one just happened to 
have the correct conditions for humans to exist. 


neutrino. An extremely light or weightless particle. If neutri- 
nos are discovered to have mass, then they may be a candi- 
date for dark matter. 


neutron. A subatomic particle found in the nucleus ofan atom. 
The big bang theory states that before the universe cooled 
enough to allow atoms to form, neutrons traveled freely. A neu- 
tron is about the size of a proton but has no electric charge. 


nucleosynthesis. According to the big bang theory, the pe- 
riod of time during which all the light elements that exist to- 
day—hydrogen, helium, deuterium—were created. Since 
the theory predicts amounts of these elements that coincide 
with what scientists observe, nucleosynthesis is one of the 
proofs for the big bang theory. 


nucleus. Lying at the center of an atom, a nucleus is made up 
of protons and neutrons. Different amounts of protons and 
neutrons correspond to different elements. 
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omega (0). The Greek letter is used to represent a number 
that corresponds to the shape of the universe. If omega 
equals one, as many theorists believe, the universe is flat 
(and, in the most basic scenario, will expand until it comes 
to a slow halt). If omega is less than one, the universe is 
shaped like a saddle (and may expand forever). If omega is 
greater than one, the universe curves in like a sphere (and 
may eventually stop expanding to collapse into a big crunch). 
The shape of the universe depends on several factors includ- 
ing how much matter is in the universe (so whether or not 
there is dark matter would have an effect) and whether there 
is a cosmological constant counteracting the force of gravity. 


photon. An elementary particle that is the fundamental par- 
ticle of light. 


planets. Large bodies—like Earth, Mars, Venus, and so 
forth—that orbit stars. Planets look like stars to the naked 
eye; however, their position moves from night to night, 
which stars never do. 


proton. A subatomic particle found in the nucleus of an 
atom. The big bang theory states that before the universe 
cooled enough to allow atoms to form, protons traveled 
freely. The proton is the same size as a neutron and has a 
positive charge. 


quasar. Short for quasi-stellar object, huge bodies that emit 
tremendous amounts of energy. Astronomers do not yet 
have a full understanding of them, though they are believed 
to be extremely distant and representative of the universe at 
a young age. 
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redshift. The Doppler effect that takes place when galaxies 
and stars move away from us, making their light appear red- 
der than it actually is. A star’s redshift is thought to corre- 
spond to its speed, distance, and age. 


steady state hypothesis. A hypothesis that was popular in the 
1950s that suggested the universe has always appeared 
throughout time just as it does now, and that there was no ini- 
tial moment of creation as suggested by the big bang theory. 


supernova. Occurring during the final days of a star’s life, a 
violent explosion so bright that it can sometimes be seen 
from Earth during the day. Scientists know how to measure 
the distance to supernovae, making them an effective (if 
rare) tool in determining the size and shape of the universe. 


WIMP. Short for Weakly Interacting Massive Particle, this ex- 
otic class of particle is a theoretical candidate for dark mat- 
ter. No proof of the existence of WIMPs has been found, 
however. 
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